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EAS PhD Comprehensive Examination (Dissertation Proposal)

Overview
Since the Ph.D. in engineering and applied science has a strong research emphasis, students are expected to engage in individual research as early as possible in their studies.  By the end of the second year after reaching the M.S. level, students must pass a comprehensive examination covering a dissertation/research proposal.  The exam, which may include written and/or oral components or other measurable criteria, is customized for each student and administered by the supervisory committee.  Upon passing the Comprehensive Exam and completing at least 36 hours of course work, a student is advanced to doctoral candidacy.

Ph.D. Comprehensive Examination

The comprehensive examination verifies that the student is sufficiently prepared to conduct independent, scholarly research in the selected area of the Ph.D. dissertation.  Consequently, the Ph.D. comprehensive examination focuses on advanced graduate studies and a formal doctoral research proposal.  The minimum prerequisites for scheduling the examination are that the student has a dissertation advisor, a committee has been selected, the courses indicated in the program of study have been (or are about to be) successfully completed, and a research proposal has been submitted to the Ph.D. supervisory committee.  The examination generally consists of an oral presentation of the research plan followed by questions from the supervisory committee.  The form and content of both parts of the examination are set by the student's committee.  In some cases the committee may elect to further test the candidate's subject knowledge depth through a written problem, for example.
The oral Dissertation Proposal presentation gives the Ph.D. committee a formal opportunity to evaluate the research progress and goals of the student and to provide feedback on the research plan.  First, the student will present a summary of the problem statement, literature review, investigative approach, preliminary findings and future work.  Then the committee members will be free to ask questions about any aspect of the research.  Examinations will be closed to the public and will last approximately 1 - 2 hours.  Students will present their proposal in 30 minutes.  For the remainder of the examination, committee members will question the student.  The student must demonstrate (1) excellent communication skills, (2) proficiency with the core PhD curriculum, (3) refined critical thinking skills, and (4) the ability to synthesize existing research on a topic of the student’s choosing.  The committee will deliberate its conclusions in private.  
The comprehensive examination is scheduled by the student at the convenience of the committee members, administered by the major advisor, and composed by the committee members.  Successful completion of the examination is determined by the unanimous consent of the committee.  Students failing to give a satisfactory performance on the examination are allowed a single reexamination by the committee.  The reexamination will not take place sooner than six weeks after the student has received the test results.  Exceptions to the six-week waiting period are allowed, and an earlier reexamination may be scheduled, but only at the request of the student and with the concurrence of the student's committee.

Exam Policies
· The Dissertation Proposal presentation (Comprehensive Exam) should be held within a year or two of passing the Qualifying Exam and at least six month before the Final Exam (dissertation defense).  It may be taken no later than five semesters after passing the Qualifying Exam.  All students must be registered for the term in which the Comprehensive Exam occurs.

· The Dissertation Proposal must be submitted to the Ph.D. committee at least two weeks prior to the exam.  This gives the committee sufficient time to carefully read the proposal and evaluate the plan.  Failure to submit the proposal on time may result in having to reschedule the exam.

· A comprehensive exam registration form should be filed with the EAS graduate program director at least 3 weeks in advance to schedule an examination date.  

· Results are recorded on the Graduate Examination Report Form.

· Any significant changes to the dissertation as presented in the comprehensive exam must be approved.  A new proposal and oral exam may be required.

Guidance on How to Write the Research (Dissertation) Proposal
· A balance must be struck between satisfying severe space limitations and providing the most critical details.  The proposal is not a binding agreement between the student and the Ph.D. committee on the precise tasks that must be accomplished.  Through frequent interactions with Ph.D. committee members, the student can adapt the specific dissertation/research accomplishments as necessary.

· The Dissertation Proposal should be between 15 and 25 pages (when single-spaced format).  Bibliographic references are not included in this page count (having more references is encouraged).  There are no explicit page limits or formatting requirements.  If proposals are much shorter or longer than the norm, the Ph.D. committee will question the reasons for this.  If the proposal is much too long, the committee may recommend rescheduling the exam after the proposal is rewritten.

· Three main criteria are usually applied in evaluating a proposal (the first two are similar to the National Science Foundation's guidelines for evaluating research proposals). 

1. Intellectual merit: What is the importance of the activity to advancing knowledge or understanding?

2. Expected impact: What impact can be expected in terms of particular research communities and on society in general?

3. Feasibility: How likely are the stated goals to be achieved by the candidate?

· Based on these criteria, the Dissertation Proposal should contain: 

· An overview of the state of the art, which helps to show that the candidate has a good grasp of the relevant research fields.

· A brief summary of research results obtained so far by the candidate.  This includes citing prior publications and current submissions produced by the student.

· A clear description of the remaining problems and goals.

· Some details of the proposed technical approach.

· Clear arguments as to why the work is interesting in terms of intellectual merit and expected impact.

· An explanation of how the goals can be accomplished within the expected amount of time.

· The Thesis Proposal should not be 

· A preliminary draft of the thesis.

· Particular chapters or parts of the thesis.

· A survey of the candidate's research field.

· An existing publication or technical report.
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