
WRITTEN QUALIFYING EXAMINATION PROCESS 
PH.D. RESEARCH PROPOSAL SUBMISSION 

 
1. Research Proposal Topics: 

Student must submit proposal topics to the exam committee for approval at the end of the 3rd quarter or no 
later than 4th quarter.  Proposal topics should be presented at a meeting of the full exam committee.  
Presentations should be 5-10 minutes (no longer) and relatively informal (e.g. no Power Point slides).  
Student should also write an abstract of each proposed project to hand out to the committee members. 
 
Proposals must be on two different topics but can be within students’ field of interest.  For example, a 
student working on trilobites for a primary proposal can have a secondary proposal also on trilobites but it 
must be asking a fundamentally different question.  The second proposal provides the student with a 
starting point for a potential NSF proposal upon graduation. 

 
2. Preliminary Review with Research Advisor: 

Student writes proposals and submits to research advisor for comment and review.  Advisor reviews as if 
they are proposals submitted for funding (e.g. no extensive editing).    [Beginning of 6th qtr] 
 
After research advisor review/approval, student submits copies of proposals to exam committee chair for 
preliminary review process.  Both proposals are submitted at the same time. 

 
 3.  Preliminary Review with Exam Committee: 

Chair of exam committee forwards proposals to abbreviated committee (without research advisor) for 
preliminary review process.   
 
Abbreviated committee reviews proposals as if they are proposals submitted to NSF and returns them to 
chair with separate comments.   The proposals themselves will not be returned to the student so the student 
will not see any marks that the committee member might make on the proposals.  At this stage in the 
process, the student hears only from the committee as a whole.  The committee chair will provide the 
student with a written summary of the comments of the committee.  Later, prior to the oral exam, it is 
appropriate for the student to discuss the proposal with individual committee members.   Committee has 4 
weeks during regular academic year to return comments. 
 
Upon receipt of committee comments, student will make the necessary revisions (without consulting their 
research advisor) and then submit formally to the full committee (includes research advisor).  There is no 
time limit on the re-submittal, but obviously any delays are not in the student’s best interests. 

 
4. Formal Review: 

First formal review by full exam committee.  At this stage in the process, the student hears only from the 
committee as a whole.  The committee chair will provide the student with a written summary of the 
comments of the committee.   Later, prior to the oral qualifying exam, it will again become appropriate for 
the student to discuss the proposal with individual committee members.  Committee has 4 weeks during 
regular academic year to review. 
 
Exam committee makes pass or fail recommendation.  Failing unanimity, a committee report which 
contains only one negative vote will be deemed a pass, and a committee report which contains two (or 
more) negative votes will be considered a failure. 
 
Student receives two opportunities to pass written exam.*   A third examination is not permitted. 

 
 
• The policy of the Graduate Council is that a graduate student may be given a second examination in the event of 

unsatisfactory performance on critical examinations (including comprehensive examinations for Master’s degree 
and Ph.D. Qualifying Examinations) with the positive recommendation of the examination committee.  The second 
examination may have a format different from the first, but the substance ordinarily should be the same.  The 
second examination will ordinarily not be given until three months have elapsed since the first examination.  A 
student whose performance on the second attempt also is unsatisfactory, or who does not undertake a second 
examination within a reasonable amount of time, is subject to academic disqualification.  A third examination is 
not permitted.  (Graduate Advisor’s Manual, September 1998). 
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doglesby
Note
We encourage both the scientific questions and methods of the two projects to be quite different from each other; this will give you the most breadth in your scientific training, which is certainly  best for your future career.  However, some similarities might be unavoidable.  Some *informal* (i.e., subject to interpretation and re-evaluation) rules of thumb are the following:1)  If your two projects are addressing the same basic issue, that may be OK as long as the methods are quite distinct (say, one being observational and the other being laboratory or numerical).2)  If your two projects are using similar methodology, then the two scientific questions should be quite different from each other.3)  The reference list for the two projects should not overlap by more than 10-20% at maximum.Please remember that the purpose of this stage of the process is to make sure that the two topics are significant, do-able, and distinct enough from each other to provide the student with breadth in his/her training.One final note:  For most students, these two proposals consist of the student's planned dissertation project and something else that the student finds interesting.  However, you are under no obligation to actually do either of the projects for your dissertation.  The reality, however, is that it is most likely in your best interest for one of the proposed projects to be your dissertation, since that will result in your being able to leverage much of your candidacy work for your dissertation.  In addition, the proposal may then (with your advisor's help) be turned into a real proposal for funding (to NSF or another agency).

doglesby
Note
These proposals should hew closely to the to the topics approved by the candidacy committee so that there are no unfortunate surprises at the time of committee review.

doglesby
Note
As implied below, these proposals should be in the format of an NSF proposal (i.e., 15 pages including figures, but not including references).  Your purpose in the writing is to convince your committee that each project is important, and that you have the ability to carry out each project in the time frame of a Ph.D. project.  Thus, you  need to have a strong background and methods section, as well as a good idea of your anticipated results.  Preliminary results are highly desired as well, especially on your primary proposal.Note: the content and format of your proposal should hew closely to the current NSF Guidelines for a Project Description.

doglesby
Note
These proposal topics should have been developed in conjunction with (and the approval of) your advisor. You should probably start chatting with your advisor about potential topics in the first or second quarter of your first year.   The basic idea for at least one of the proposals is often suggested by your advisor, but the further development of both topics/proposals should be done primarily by you, the student.

doglesby
Note
Lately this step has been done almost always over email rather than in person.  However, your committee chair may still require there to be an in-person meeting, especially if there are issues with the proposal abstracts.

doglesby
Note
Since the research advisor has already read and evaluated the proposal in step  2 above, there's no need for him/her to evaluate it again in step 3.

doglesby
Note
after your have passed your written exam (i.e., after the committee has approved your proposals)

doglesby
Note
Please note the time frame for all the steps below.  You can count on two months (2 review periods) of waiting for your committee to read and comment on/approve your proposals, so please take that time into account (along with your own time spent writing and revising) when planning the timing of your advancement to candidacy.  This is especially crucial for non-domestic students, who typically need to advance by the end of their fourth quarter in the program to avoid huge non-resident tuition charges.
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Note
The committee chair and/or graduate advisor will strictly enforce the four-week-maximum requirement on your committee so that your advancement to candidacy is not delayed.Please note, though, that all campus vacation times *don't* count as part of this four week time period.  For example, if you submit your proposals to your committee 3 weeks before the end of the Spring Quarter, your committee technically has until 1 week after the start of the Fall Quarter to finish reviewing your proposals.  Under rare circumstances you may be able to get your committee to review your proposals over the summer, but you definitely shouldn't count on it; you should start the process with this time frame in mind.
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Note
These notes are meant to clarify some aspects of the written exam process and to give some real-world examples.  However, please keep in mind that the formal exam policy remains the original text--these notes are unofficial, and aren't considered department or university policy.

doglesby
Note
The two research proposals you write as part of this process constitute your written exam.  It should be emphasized that this written exam process is different from other writing projects that graduate students undertake: It really is meant to be a test of your scientific vision and writing.  Thus, it is not a collaborative piece of work; it is like take-home exam in proposal form, although as indicated below, some feedback from your advisor and committee is available at appropriate times.
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Sticky Note
The advisor should feel comfortable telling you what you need to do to make the proposals acceptable; the key is that the advisor doesn't re-write anything for you.


