
Oral Qualifying Examination Process 
Ph.D. Program in Geological Sciences 

 
Before advancement to candidacy, the student must pass an oral exam conducted by a 
Qualifying Committee. This Committee is nominated by the graduate department or 
program, and officially appointed by the Graduate Dean. The Committee is comprised of 
five members, a majority of whom are affiliated with the program. The Chair of the 
Qualifying Committee is normally from the academic unit supervising the student's Ph.D. 
program and a voting member of the Academic Senate. All Committee members should 
normally be regular faculty of the University of California. Any exceptions must be 
supported by a memo of justification from the Graduate Advisor and a vita. A memo 
need not be written for those holding Adjunct faculty positions. 
 
One member of the Qualifying Committee, designated the "outside member," must be a 
voting member of the UC Academic Senate who does not hold an appointment in the 
student's academic unit or graduate group. This person represents the faculty at large and 
acts as a "third party ensuring fairness." 
 
The oral exam must be held on a single day. A passing performance requires that no more 
than one Committee member votes to fail. If a student fails the qualifying examination, 
the Committee should make a recommendation for or against a second examination and 
specify what part or parts of the original exam are to be repeated. Ordinarily, the second 
examination is not administered until at least three months have elapsed. A third 
examination is not permitted. 
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Note
The outside member must have no appointment of any type in the Department of Earth Sciences.
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Note
The format of the Earth Sciences Oral Exam is as follows:1) The student presents to his/her Exam Committee a very brief (i.e., 5 minutes or so each) summary of both his/her research proposals.  This part of the exam is meant to be just a reminder of the highlights of the proposals; it is not a comprehensive talk on the material.  In fact, PowerPoint or slides are not required.2)  The Committee asks questions of the student for however long is necessary for them to determine if the student is qualified to pass the Oral Exam (approximately 1.5 to 3 hours).  Typically the first round of questions is focused on scientific and technical issues surrounding the proposal topics, while the second round of questions is often oriented toward more general questions. These questions are usually on topics that the Committee feels that the student should know to be considered an expert in his/her field.  For example, a geophysicist might be asked how the basic structure of the Earth was determined, even if his/her proposals do not concern Earth structure.  It is unlikely that a geophysicist will be asked a question about the Cambrian explosion, however (unless for some reason it is in fact pertinent to his/her research!).It is a very good idea to discuss areas of potential questions with your Committee members after passing the written exam but prior to your oral exam.


