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OVERVIEW OF GRADUATE PROGRAM 
 
The Department of Communication at the University of Colorado Boulder offers a highly respected, 
top-rated graduate program that leads to the Master of Arts (MA) and the Doctor of Philosophy 
(PhD) degrees, with emphases in (a) Community & Social Interaction, (b) Organizational 
Communication, and (c) Rhetoric & Culture. Graduate students craft individualized programs of 
st
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public advocacy, qualitative research, and cultural studies. She also is co-director of the Just 
Transition Collaborative, which advocates public engagement and policy for environmental equity, 
and Inside the Greenhouse, which fosters creative climate communication. 
   
BRYAN C. TAYLOR (PhD, University of Utah), Professor, specializes in critical and cultural 
communication studies, rhetorical field methods, and technology studies. His principal research 
program focuses on the rhetoric and culture of U.S. national security, with a particular emphasis on 
nuclear weapons. He is currently working on a project focused on the dynamics of media and 
mimesis (imitation) in the ongoing Global War on Terror.   

 
 

GRADUATE COURSES 
 
(* Asterisk indicates variable-topic courses; may be taken multiple times for credit on different topics – check the 

online course catalogue for information on how many times a given course can be taken.) 
 
COMM 5000 is only for the Organizational Leadership program. It isn’t part of the graduate 

curriculum for the Department of Communication. 
 
COMM 5210: Readings in Communication Theory: Critical overview of leading theoretical traditions 

in communication studies, with attention given to metatheoretical issues, including 
epistemological foundations, structure of communication theory as a field, and reflexivity 
between communication theory and cultural practice. 

 
COMM 5220*: Seminar: Functions of Communication: Topical seminar on the functions of 

communication across interpersonal, group, organizational, and public contexts that reviews 
current theory and research on topics such as communication and conflict, persuasion, and 
ethical dimensions of communicative prau
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COMM 5435: Readings in Community and Social Interaction: Focuses on how everyday 

communication practices shape and are shaped by community contexts. Contains theoretical 
and empirical readings that illustrate how interactions among group members negotiate and 
maintain distinct communities and how group communication practices reflect shared norms 
among community members. Also reviews methods to study everyday interactions among 
community members (e.g., discourse analysis, qualitative coding, surveys and applied 
approaches / methods). 

 
COMM 5600*: Seminar: Organizational Communication: Reviews current theory and research on 

topics such as communication and organizational decision making, organizational culture, 
gender relations, communication technology, and power and control in organizations. 

 
COMM 5610*: Organizational Ethnography: Focuses on the historical influence of the ethnographic 

tradition in organizational communication studies. Reviews landmark studies of organizational 
culture and power/control, emphasizing issues of ethics and politics associated with the writing 
and reading of organizational ethnography. Reviews trends in contemporary organizing such as 
neoliberal globalization and the adoption of artificial intelligence, and their implications for the 
future of ethnography. 

 
COMM 5620: Readings in Organizational Communication: Survey of historical and contemporary 

readings in organizational communication, treating theory, research, and application from a 
variety of perspectives. 

 
COMM 5720: Readings in Communication and Technology: Survey of multidisciplinary research 

that examines various relationships between communication and technology, with students 
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COMM 6200*: Seminar: Selected Topics: 
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COMM 7118: Foundations of Environmental Justice: Examines environmental justice movements, 
policies, institutions, objectives, and scholarship. Identifies factors that contribute to 
environmental inequality, and efforts to reduce it. Formerly offered as a special topics course. 

 
COMM 6840: Master’s Independent Study (see Independent Study Contract) 
COMM 
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from graduate work c
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comprehensive examination includes three questions: (a) two standardized questions, created by the 
DGS, that are completed by all MA students taking the examination (at the same time) that semester 
about communication theory (90 minutes) and about research methods (90 minutes); and a question, 
created by students’ advisor, that is unique to students’ expertise area (2 hours). A 1-hour oral 
defense then must be held within 2 weeks of completing the written comprehensive examination.  
 
Committees determine if and when students have passed the comprehensive examination. Should 
parts of the written comprehensive examination be judged as unsatisfactory (by more than one 
committee member), students may retake only those parts; if all parts of the examination are failed, 
all parts must be retaken. Students retaking the written comprehensive examination must repeat the 
oral defense. Prior to retaking the comprehensive examination, students may be required to 
complete additional coursework and/or research projects. Should the committee be reconstituted 
prior to the retaking of the written examination, new committee members determine (using 
majority rule) whether students must retake questions written by prior committee members that 
were passed successfully and/or whether any new questions need to be asked. Students can retake 
the written and/or oral comprehensive examination only once; students who fail either of them a 
second time (as judged by more than one committee member) are dismissed from the MA 
program. 
 
MA Timetable/Checklist 
 
Note: The following list highlights activities and forms (in the approximate order to be completed) 
that stu
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C1. Independent Study/Internship Credit Hours – Legacy Policy (applicable to PhD students who 

began the program in fall semester 2018 or earlier): 
 

Typically, a maximum of 9 independent study and/or internship credit hours combined can be counted toward 
the PhD degree; however, based on justification, committees may approve a maximum of 18 
credit hours. 
 

C2. Independent Study/Internship Credit Hours – Current Policy (applicable to PhD students who 
began the program in fall semester 2019 or later): 

 

A maximum of 6 independent study and/or internship credit hours combined can be counted 
toward the PhD degree; with sufficient justification, committees may approve a maximum of 9 
credit hours.  

 
D. To achieve and remain in good academic standing, students must satisfy Graduate School 

residence requirements, make appropriate progress toward completing what is indicated on the 
PhD 
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a.k.a. the “outside” member). At that point, the comprehensive examination c
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2. Transfer Credits Requested (a maximum of 12 credit hours) 
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D. Demonstrate other appropriate professional competencies (e.g., teaching and t
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publication-quality essay outlined in A.2, are subject to oral examination. Students are 
permitted to use notes during this portion of the exam. 

 
B. Timetable and Exam Administration 

The student is expected to finalize the exam format and any reading lists with their doctoral 
committee by the end of the semester immediately prior to the semester in which the 
comprehensive exam will be taken. Additionally, if the student has chosen to pursue option A.2, 
they must secure approval of the completed essay (with any final minor revisions and deadlines 
stipulated) from the whole of the PhD comprehensive exam committee by the close of the 
semester prior to the written exam. Please note that the essay must be available for committee 
review in sufficient time for approval to occur; the advisor should take the lead coordinating this 
process and timing.   
 
The student must resolve any outstanding incompletes before taking the comprehensive 
examination. 
 
Part A.1 can be completed in whatever setting the student chooses. The student may refer to 
notes, readings, and other relevant scholarly resources while completing these questions. The 
committee is welcome to request reading lists from the student, but formal bibliographies for 
each question are not required. It is expected that the student will not have seen final versions of 
these questions prior to the start of the comprehensive exam. The student is encouraged to seek 
out a substitute instructor to cover any teaching obligations they may have during the exam 
week. 
 
Questions need to be completed within a week. A four-question exam must be completed in 5 
business days, and a two-question exam in 2.5 business days. The department’s Administrative 
Assistant will distribute all questions to the student by 8 a.m. on the first day of the exam period. 
The student is expected to email the Administrative Assistant to confirm receipt of the 
questions. In any case, a guideline for the length of the written response to each question should 
be between 3,500 and 4,500 words. 
 
Responses to all questions should be composed using Microsoft Word or equivalent software. In 
cases where students have documented need for special accommodation relevant to this policy, 
such as writing examination answers by hand, they must present their specific need in a timely 
fashion to their committee. 

 
C. Disposition of the Comprehensive Exam 

Students are expected to file a “Doctoral Comprehensive Exam” form two weeks before the 
date of their exam. Typically, the comprehensive exam proceeds as follows: (1) student and 
comprehensive exam committee members assemble; (2) student leaves, committee members 
briefly discuss their general assessment of the student’s responses and the order of questioning; 
(3) student returns, committee members ask questions about the student’s responses and paper 
(if the student had opted for option A.2) which the student answers; (4) student leaves, 
committee members discuss their assessment of the student’s performance in the defense; (5) 
student returns, the advisor conveys the committee’s decision about the outcome of the defense. 
The comprehensive exam committee determines if and when the student has passed the 
comprehensive examination. Should parts of the written comprehensive examination (section 
A.1) be judged as unsatisfactory by more than one committee member, students may retake only 
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those parts; if all parts of the examination are judged unsatisfactory, the exam is considered 
failed and all parts must be retaken. Students retaking the written comprehensive examination 
may repeat the oral defense. Prior to retaking the comprehensive examination, students may be 
required to complete additional coursework and/or research projects. Should the committee be 
reconstituted prior to the retaking of the written examination, the new committee determines 
(using majority rule) whether students must retake questions written by prior committee 
members that were passed successfully and/or whether any new questions need to be asked. 
Students can retake the written and/or oral comprehensive examination only once; students who 
fail either of them a second time (as judged by more than one committee member) are dismissed 
from the PhD program. 

 
 
PhD Comprehensive Examination (current policy) 
 
The PhD comprehensive exam provides you with three kinds of opportunities: (1) to synthesize 
what you have learned during your coursework, (2) to show that you have developed a foundation 
of knowledge that will allow you to carry out a successful dissertation project, and (3) to move your 
existing research forward toward a dissertation project and/or building a publication record. The 
comprehensive exam allows your committ Pr.s  jla eK r.@  hK Pr.s  eK r.@  nK Pr.
 Pr.k r.@   eK r.@  xK Pll  oK Pr.s   sK r.s  uK r.s  pK Pr.s  pK Pr.s  oK Pr.s  rK Pr.@ StK
r.@   yK r.@  oK Pr.s  uK r.s m  nK Pr.s   yK r.@  oK Pr.s  uK r.s  rK
Pr.@ l efforo bhco hK Pr.s  aK Pr.s  nK Pr.@
 �K q MU -M w Y r.ek r r r.ek fe.ek@l @ad.dfks N+ zM @r r r @r e@r P lfM++
DMMfl f M* 1   nK Pr.s  tK r.@   Pr.s  l leK r.@  cK r.@  tK r.@  uK r.s  aK
Pr.s  llyK r.@   wK r.@  hK Pr.slleK q MU -M w Y r.ek r r r.ek fe.ek@l @ad.dfks
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The combined length of your responses should be approximately 15,000-16,000 words (excluding 
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3. Committee members (i.e., the two not writing questions) send feedback on the essay no later 
than week 3 of the semester 

4. Student co-designs questions and readings lists during the first 3 weeks of the semester in 
which they take comps; they work on revising the essay; they schedule the comprehensive 
conversation for a time toward the end of the semester 

5. Student submits responses to questions and revised essay to committee 2 weeks before the 
comprehensive conversation 

6. Comprehensive conversation 

 
C. The comprehensive conversation (a.k.a. “defense”) 
 
This event provides you with an opportunity to further develop, defend, and explore the limits of 
the intellectual positions you expressed in writing, in conversation with your committee members. 
Your committee prepares for this event by reading all of the materials you submitted and preparing 
questions as they see fit. Typically, the event proceeds as follows: (1) you and your committee 
members assemble; (2) you leave the room, committee members briefly discuss their general 
assessment of your responses and/or essays and the order of questioning; (3) you return, the 
comprehensive conversation takes place; (4) you leave again, committee members discuss their 
assessment of your performance; (5) you return, the advisor conveys the committee’s assessment. 
 
The comprehensive exam committee determines if you were able to satisfactorily demonstrate the 
ability to further develop, defend, and explore the limits of the intellectual positions you expressed 
in writing. Should parts of the written comprehensive examination (Option 1) or either one of the 
student’s essays (Option 2), or parts of their written responses and/or their essay (Option 3) be 
judged as unsatisfactory by more than one committee member, students may rewrite only those 
parts / essays; if all parts of the examination or both essays are judged unsatisfactory, the exam is 
considered failed and all parts must be retaken. Students retaking the written examination may 
repeat the comprehensive conversation. 
 
Prior to retaking the comprehensive exam, you may be required to complete additional coursework 
and/or research projects. Should the committee be reconstituted prior to the retaking of the written 
examination (Options 1 and 3), the new committee determines (using majority rule) whether you 
must retake questions written by prior committee members that were passed successfully and/or 
whether any new questions need to be asked. Should the committee be reconstituted prior to the 
submission of revised essays (Options 2 & 3), the new committee determines (using majority rule) 
whether new evaluation criteria are necessary. You can retake the written and/or oral 
comprehensive examination only once; students who fail either of them a second time (as judged by 
more than one committee member) are dismissed from the PhD program. 
 
 
Registering for Dissertation Hours 
 
The Graduate School 
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comprehensive exams. Students must continue to register for dissertation hours, tak
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By End of Third Year 
_____ Complet
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General Information for Graduate Students 
 
G
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Summer Dissertation Fellowships, Professional Travel Awards, Summer Partial Tuition Fellowships, 
and Graduate School Summer Fellowships. Each of these forms of funding are explained below. 
 
A. Teaching Assistantships 
 

1. Some graduate students are offered teaching assistantships (as TAs or as GPTIs). Generally, MA 
students receive 2 years of funding and PhD students receive 4 years (in both cases, 
continuous from the first semester enrolled), unless they enter the PhD program directly from 
CU Boulder’s 
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6. Overloads for Teaching Assistants: Graduate students who are on a 50% (= 20 hours per 
week) teaching assistantship, with permission from the graduate director
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H. Additional Sources of Funding 
 

Each year, various travel and research funds, grants, and fellowships are available from the 
College of Media, Communication and Information (CMCI), the Graduate School, and the 
Graduate Professional and Student Government (GPSG). Information about these grants and 
fellowships are announced by the DGS and are available online. Note: some graduate school 
grants have restrictions about how often a graduate student can apply during their time at CU. 

• Graduate School Awards & Grants: 
https://www.colorado.edu/graduateschool/funding/awards-grants 

• GPSG Travel Grants: https://www.colorado.edu/gpsg/grants-awards/travel-grants  

 
Duration of Graduate Committee Meetings 

 
Faculty in the Department of Communication have adopted these guidelines for MA and PhD 
committee meetings. They are advisory only. While meetings should be scheduled in accordance 
with the timetables provided below, they may run shorter or longer due to situational conditions. 

 
MASTER’S PROGRAM MEETING DURATION/ADVICE 
Program of Study/Identity Statement 
Meeting 

No committee meeting required; POS crafted in 
consultation with MA program advisor 
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As an advocate, the CGSA represents interests, concerns, and experiences of the department’s 
graduate student community to the department and to the university. Two members (a PhD student 
and an MA student) are elected by communication graduate students as co-chairs, who act as 
liaisons to the department chairperson, DGS, faculty, and staff on matters of practices and policies 
affecting the communication graduate student community, and, thereby, have a voice in shaping the 
future of the department. The CGSA has a voting representative to faculty meetings and selects 
representatives who hold voting positions on departmental committees, including the undergraduate 
program (one student), graduate program (one student), instructional fees advisory (one student), 
and hiring (one senior PhD student) committees. The CGSA also elects two graduate student 
representatives to the United Government of Graduate Students (UGGS). Several graduate students 
are elected as chairs of various CGSA committees. Graduate students who take on leadership 
positions within the CGSA gain valuable administrative experience. 
 
In line with the organization’s purposes, the CGSA initiates a variety of programs and activities to 
buttress communication graduate students’ academic pursuits through community, mentorship, 
professional development, and outreach. The CGSA serves an important role by gathering graduate 
students for social events that are intended to develop personal and professional relationships with 
other graduate students, and to foster a sense of community and collegiality. The CGSA also 
provides opportunities for graduate students to pursue intellectual discussion together in less formal 
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C. Other Gatherings: Other intellectual gatherings that involve subsets of students and faculty 
members meeting occur frequently. Those gatherings, announced via e-mail, include topic-
specific reading groups and data sessions (that examine text
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COMM 5930: Internship Contract 
 
Important Notes: A maximum of 3 hours may be taken in the fall and spring semesters; up to 6 
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_____________________________________________________________________ 
Student’s Signature & Date          
             
             
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Faculty Sponsor’s Signature & Date         
             
  
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Internship Sponsor’s Signature & Date        
             
        
!
"""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""!
#$$%&'()*!+,('-!%.!/-(01()*!2)1034$!2'56()1-*!7!8()*!
!
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !
! ! ! ! !!
"""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""!
Staff Member’s Signature (who registers student) & Date      
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MA Program of Study Form  
(Must be Completed by Beginning of the Second Year) 

 
 
Student Name: _______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Advisor Name: _______________________________________________________________ 
 
MA Option (Specify):  _____ Comprehensive Examination   _____ Thesis 
 
Two Additional Committee Members (Associate Chair of Graduate Studies automatically serves 
for comprehensive examination option): 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Requirements for All MA Students  
(indicate final grade or semester to be taken) 

 
Tally 

 
________________    COMM 6010: Communication Research & Theory (3 Hrs)   3CR 
 
Required Methods Course (One of the following; 3 Hours)      

________________ COMM 6020: Quantitative Research Methods 

________________ COMM 6030: Qualitative Research Methods    6CR 

 
Readings Courses (Two of the following; 6 Hours)       
 
_______________ COMM 5210: Readings in Communication Theory 

_______________ COMM 5320: Readings in Rhetoric 

_______________ COMM 5425: Readings in Community and Social Interaction 

_______________ COMM 5620: Readings in Organizational Communication 

_______________ COMM 5720: Readings in Communication & Technology  12CR 
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Additional Graduate Courses (identify course department, number, and title; if not 3 credit hours, 
specify 





 

 46 

PhD Dissertation Hours Contract 
 
 
Important Note: This form can be completed every semester that PhD students take only 
dissertation hours. Ideally, it serves as a prompt for advisor and graduate student to develop a shared 
plan for work for the semester. 
 
Student Name: _______________________________________________________________ 
 
Student Number: _____________________________________________________________ 
 
Advisor Name: _______________________________________________________________ 
 
Semester and Year: _________________  
 
Number of Dissertation Hours: ___________ 
 
Dissertation Work to be Completed that Semester: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Student’s Signature /Date         
 
______________________________________________________________________ 
Advisor’s Signature/Date           
  
             
Advisor’s End of Semester Evaluation:  ___ Satisfactory  ___ Unsatisfactory 
 
Advisor’s Comments if Unsatisfactory Evaluation: 
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Advisor’s Comments (cont’d.) 
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Advising Conversation Guide 
 
Organized, supportive, and mutually respectful advising is beneficial to both the advisor and advisee. 
This document is meant to facilitate conversations about expectations between graduate students 
and their (potential) advisors that take place before and over the course of the advising relationship. 
Following this guide should not constitute additional labor either for graduate students or faculty; 
the guide’s function is to summarize and lend additional structure to conversations that are already 
happening. 
 
In particular, this guide contains questions guiding advising conversations about the following 
topics: 
 

• One-on-one meetings 
• Intentional communication 
• Documentation and record keeping 
• Teaching expectations and requirements 
• Graduation and milestone completion timeline 
• Building a professional identity 
• Publication expectations 
• Feedback 
• Boundaries 
• Conflict resolution 

One-on-one meetings: Feedback is critical to student success and clear expectations will help 
ensure that both parties are successful and supported during the advisee/advisor relationship. 
Depending on where the student is in the graduate degree process, meetings may need to be more 
or less frequent. 

• How often will we meet this semester / academic year? 
• How will we identify an agenda for our meetings? (Who will propose the agenda, and who 

will add to it? What channel of communication will we use to draft the agenda?) 

Intentional communication: Both advisee and advisor should properly prepare for meetings and 
adhere to the agenda. 

• What preparation will we expect for our meetings? 
• What should happen if the advisee or advisor lacks the necessary preparation for a meeting, 

or fails to adhere to the agenda? 

Documentation and record keeping: Both advisee and advisor should take notes during meetings. 
The advisee should email a description of discussion topics and any agreed upon next steps to their 
advisor. The advisor will let the student know if any corrections or modifications need to be made. 
These notes will help clarify expectations and provide records for both parties. 

Teaching expectations and requirements (TA and GPTI appointments): Students who have 
teaching appointments should be informed about the responsibilities for the courses they are 
assigned to teach along with key contacts for the appointment. Advisees and advisors should discuss 
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how the advisee can learn about expectations for the courses to which the Department Chair assigns 
them. 

• Will the advisee serve as TA or GPTI?  
• How many preps should they expect to prepare each semester? 
• How can students voice their teaching preferences? 
• Will their teaching loads be regular or should they expect changes from semester to 

semester? 
• How many students will they have in each course?  
• Who are their designated course supervisors?  
• Will the syllabus and course content be provided, or should students expect to create their 

own? 
• What sort of support / accountability can students expect from course supervisors, and the 

Associate Chair for Undergraduate Studies? What documents can they review to learn about 
structures of support and accountability? 

Graduation and milestone completion timeline: Advisee and advisor should discuss progression 
and timelines related to graduation at an early point in the student’s graduate career. Advisee and 
advisor should have knowledge of Graduate School and program requirements, guidelines and 
expectations for graduation. Advisees should discuss the timeline of important milestones with their 
advisors and make sure they understand what is expected at each step. The timeline should be 
evaluated each semester and updated if necessary. 

Milestones marked with * are required by the Graduate School; other milestones are COMM 
specific. Other milestones can be added as necessary. Specificity can be added to this document by 
noting whether the milestone should be completed during a fall or spring semester, if necessary. 

In order to have the degree awarded in any given semester, advisees and advisors should be aware of 
relevant deadlines set by the Graduate School. Completion dates for these milestones should be set 
with those deadlines in mind. 

• Where can students find relevant forms online? 
• What relevant information is featured in the Graduate Handbook? What is the most up-to-

date version of the Handbook? 
• Who are key contacts that can provide the advisee with relevant information (e.g., CMCI 

Graduate Program Manager)? 
• How will the advisee assemble a committee (including readers and outside members)? What 

are expectations for altering the composition of the advisee’s committee? 
• What are expectations regarding switching advisors and reconstituting committees? 

 

Academic Milestone Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5 Notes 

•
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Identity statement and 
plan of study meeting 

      

Comps planning meeting 
      






