Chapter IV. ORAL EXAMINATIONS

INTRODUCTION
IV, Oral Examinations

The qualifying examination is common to all graduate programs on campus.  Since Lhis
examination is considered 3 major hurdle by most students and precipitates much strcss
and arodety, this section includes departmental strategies 1o help students prepare for and
survive the examination.
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‘SAMPLE)

UNIVERSITY OF CA6IFORNIA AT BERKPLEY

Department of Molecular and Cell Biology

The Qualifying Examination
for Advancement To Candidacy for the Doctoral Degree

A Guide for Students

Furpose of the Examination

The wen ol the Qualilving Examinatlon 1s to evaluate the stodent's preparedness for a research carcer. The examination
provided a mesns for @ faculty comemies ro asgess the ability of the student to uss hisher knowiedge and understanging
of the fundamental facts and principles of molecular ané eellular biclogy to salve current problems in the area af the
stugent's thegis research ond in allied fields The examinatios also allows the commiuze 1o judge the stedent's abiljty
think incsively and cr:tically abao kel the theeretical and pracucal aspecss of blological resedrch. .
Committee Compesition

Juzbifving Fxaminazion Commiress will ke comonsed of Taur members af the Berlealey Gaouliy. Adjunct facuisy are
eligibie 0 serve, not not as Chair, Theee of these Gaculty mast be members of 1the Depariment of Molecalar and Cell
Bialegy (MCB). Al least one of these three B1ust be from the Division of MCE with which the studeat js a{fiiiated. and a1
ledt one of the three must be from anottier Division of WMER, The fourth membeer must o fTom a deparimient an Lo
Berkeley campus other than MCE (e.3., Integrauve Binlogy, Plant Biology, Chemistry, Pubiic Heaith, gre.

Where additenal expertise is desirable, the stucent may suggest a Gfth member for the cammitiee. The filth member may
be a (aculey member from anccher university (e, UCSF, Sanford, UCD, UCSC).

Timetable for Preparation for the Examination
The examinauon process has three phases.

-} Phase 1. As carly as possibie (but no fater than Februacy 1st), siodencs wha are in their second year of graduate study
must contact the Second-Year Advisor af their Trivision. The student informs the advisor, 1n persan ar in wrting, of thele
disseriation research area and r#o additional subject arees owwside of the immedlate sphere of the thesis research upen
which 12 base tie examinadan, as required by the Graduate Division. At least ope of these cusside areas must be o feld
that could #e¢ considered centtal ta the discipiine of a Division with which the siudent is nou afiliated (Breagtn
requirement).

Based on the thesis research oroject and the two other subject aress selected | the Second-Year Advsor, in consuliation
with the student and with inpuc, if necessary, [rom the student's thesis mentor, s¢lecis a posential Chair and other
approprate faculty to serve a3 the members of the Qualilying Examimation Commiziee. The Second-Year Advisor, i
consuliation with the Second-Year Advisors Lo the ocher Divisiond. will distribute commictze service as equitably as
poasible over the available MCB and ouwside fBaculiy and will ensure that the experise of the committer is appropriste for
the s1bject arens 10 be covered ir the examinavon. For this reagon, it may not always be possible 10 hanor the siudent's
initlal guggestions for commitles membership.

Once the commiliee members have been selecied, the Second.Year Advizors formazily notly 1he facalty of their
commiteee assignments and Inform the student. The studen: should then introduce themselves o aif members of the
Commitice and discuss the examination with them. The Second-Year Adviesss, with the assistance of the saff af 1he
Graduete Alfairs Office (CAD), inform the Graduate Division on the apgrapriate forms of vhe subjecs aress for the
examination and recommend the compoesition of the committee.

_} Phase 2, As soon as possible after selection of 11e committee Chut no later than March 1513, che s1uden) must mesl with
the Chair of the Quaiifying Examination Commitice. At this merting, the student presents 1opics and oudines far two
wrillzn research proposidons (one 4 epch of the two oukde subjeet areas chosen for the examenacior, in Phase 1). &)
thit meering, the Chair will #valuate the prapased proposinan wopics for their sppropriatenms. smpecially w4t regud w
sapsfring the breadth requirement.

If the proposition topics are acceptable, the Chalr grants approval to procesd 1o the next phase. 1T 2 student is unabie (o
generawe twa accepiable propositon topies by March 1st, the topies will be assigned o the stedent by the Chalr after
consilration wizk the commitles mem bers-
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Cnee apneaval al the propositon topees has heen graneed by she Chair . she student b three weeis in which 1o composs
aid submil 1o the Chair the cempleted propositions. The idea behind the proposivons is 1o provide am explici
discussion of expenments that wouid erxher lead a Heid 1o a new level of urderstanding, or solve a current problem ina
field. or resalve a .ong-standing issue in a Aeld. Each propesition sheuld be prepared 0 the marner of @ mini-grant
propasal (ALstract, Background & Signifieznce, Specific Aims, and Experimercal Plan). Each mreposicon should be as
cemcise is possible and shoulé urder no citcumsiances exceed 13 singlersided doubie-spaced yrpewnien pages of reandy
legable 1ype size,

Phase 3. Alter the compieled propesivors Rave been submitied 1o the Chair. each of them will be evaluated oy the Chair,
ar By an appropridie member of the zomminee designarec by the Chair, within 8 week, The purpose of the eveluation =
ok o icenulfy or correct any defects or deficiencies Jutis w establish whether Re propesiion provides an adequaie
basis for exarmunation of che siadens, U sither or both praposiions 4o not meet hus craemnon, the stadent wiib be axeed 10
grepare themw again

Once the propositions have beea submitied and received approval. the siudent is expected o schedule and take the
examination before the formal end of dhe Spring Semescer (May 24chb,

The GAD will 2ssist the sludent with scheduling 2 convenient dale ind arranging [or a3 suitable room for the
Egaminaior,

Format of the Examination
The txamuinavon has two compenenis:

i Tae studenc will present an oral synopss of the eojecuves of their dissenaton research and their scoampiisaomens o
date. The swadent will prowvide a shezc thae surmmarzes the thesis research wana an appropriate Wile and 5 briel ansiract
(n& moare ithanp ore heit pzgel. The student may wido provide appropriate diagrams and bgures, Sur only o this
information wauld be diffcult 1o convey by use of chalk ond & blackboard. The swudent 15 not ta being inca the
exdminalan robi extensive Wrillen material upon which they rely durtag their preserialion.

(b} The student shovid be srepared 1o defend orally the two wrinien research propositions prepared prior o the
examinaion and cirouated by the student to all of the commitiee members ot least oas weeks prior 1o the examinauon,

A bypuoai Quaitiing Exarrinauen [asis approxmacey chree heurs.

Owreber 1, 1650
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Biological Sciences: Knowing the Ropes

Surviving Your Orals

The oral examination is a rite of passage and a hig source cf amxcety for most students.
The Workshop for Minorities on Surviving Your Ural Exam, sponsored by the Office of
Affirmative Actlon for the Biological Sciences, offered students siratesies for preparing
for the exam, tips on bow to handle the unexpected and on minimizing anxiety, and
assistance with presentation skills.

Format

While the workshop was targeted 10 minority students in the biological scicneces, it wes
vpen to all students. Puring the © 1/2 hour session a panel coasisting of two professors,
a counseling psychologist, and two graduate students spoke, addressing the questioms
oatlined for them by the Affirmative Action Coordinator for the Biclogical Sciences (see
letters on the following pages). The audience was invited to interject questions and
comments at any dme dunng the panel discussion

Cost
The workshop costs were minimal and included the price of copying flyers and
purchasing retreshments.



yeAmval L)

A Professional Development Workshop Series
for Minority Studemnts and Research Personnef
: inthe Biological Sciences

Knowing the Ropes

SURVIVING YOUR ORAL EXAM/PRELIMS

“TUESDAY, MARCH 15, 1988
10:00 -11:30 am
1005 L.ife Sciences Building

Strategies for preparing for the exam
What 1o expect. How to handle the unexpected.
Minimizing Anxiety

Panel:

Dr. Gary Firestone {Profes =ur. Phy:inloqgknatnmy}
Hﬁhnﬂrr:td!'?‘l?n {(ﬁ.;.tm“ii ycl':olﬁgl t, Cuunsngﬁng Center)
xson 5
Ms. Maria Nieto {Grad Etunlent, Microbiology/Immunciogy)
Mr. Bob Denver (Grad Studsnt. Zoology)

BRING YOLR QUESTIONS!!

{Non-Minority Grad Students are of course more than weicome, but please
call ahead since there is limitad ssating — Thanksl)

be Office of Affirmative Action for tha Biological Sciences, College of Letters and 3Sciences
FOR MORE NEORMATION CONTACT: Barbara Hayashida at 543-8583



(SAMPLE LETTER TO FACULTY PARTICIPANT) College of Letters and Science

Cifice of Mffimnative Action

FEh!‘UEI.T'j 11 ]'_':_:_:ISS Ior the Biologics]l Sciences

Mmailing addresx:
ofo Dept. of Physiaiopy) &nal

TO: Dr. Gary Firestone 4545 3B  phone: J-5383
Depr. of Physiclogy/ Anawomy
FREOM: Barbara Hayashida
Affirmadve Action Coordinalor
Biclogical Sciences
RE: {fraduate Minority Woerkshop on Taking your Qrals

Thank you very much for a%.'ﬂina i be part of the pane! I am crganizing on
gurviving your oral exam. The follawing ars questinns that often perplax
students, Perhespe these tas serve as guidelines for the facuity part of

the discussion. Feel free to add other dimensions or epecdetes tc your

part of the pancl.

I envisicn thar the panel will consist of 2 faculty members who will 1alk
aboul ‘what faculty may expect from the swdent apd how o prepars
academically for the sxam, 2 swudents to relate their experiences studying
and handling themselves during ths exam, and & counseling psyehologis® to
talk about how to prepare psycaologically for the exam. I am alfatiing
abaul i) mimutes maximum for each speaker. IF ‘his iz toa lang or toa
shart, let me know, There will be a guestion/anewer period afterwarda, |
have =at the workehop to be held Tueeday, March 15 from 10 am to around
11.30 am. The location will be 1005 Life Sciences Building, Any
questicns, call me at 3-8383 or leave a pote for me via the Depr, of
Fhysiology.

Some common questions

1) What abilities are the faculty looking for in a studem’s performance
at an cral axam? Why is the oral exam ome important way of
evaluating a studemt working toward the PhDv¢

2)  How do you choose your three areas of study?
3}  How do you choose your orals committes?

4} How important i3 i1 to talk to the members of your committee? What
should be the content of this Ciscussicn? How should students
approach their committes members? What kinds of questiong will
produce uasful infarmation for the students

) Are there wag' that studeats can tailor the exam ta ‘heir interests
and strecgths? How do you do this?

6) To what extent are you reguired 10 know facis and t0 what extent are
you expected to synthesize ideas? Can you describe the specirurmn of
this? Can ypu give examples of both types of questions that havs
appeared on orals exams you have been on?

71 Whkat are some of the formars for orals exams? Possible scenarios. Is

the aimncsphere generally supportive or grard ingpisitional? Do the
faculty try to put the student at ease? What are saome of the
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scenarios you have wimessed?
8) How do you koow how much to study? How do you coatain the studying?

9)  Other suggestions on haw o prepare.

MOTE: Could you mention that each department nas diffarent requirements on
the composition of the committee and the timetablez for taking the exam,

as wetll as format (some departments regquire written exam ). Conseguently,
students need 1o check carefully with praduate secretaries and maor
professors [or particulars like oumber of members, murber of membars whe
must come from cutside the department, whkether your research adyvisor can be
on the commities, when to consttute the committee and submil paperwork,

particular format, eic.

IV-8



(aAMELE LETIRER 10 STUDENT PARTICIPANT)

Gollege of Letpers snd Sciemces

Qﬂ o f Affrmac Metiah
Fﬁbﬂlﬂ-rﬂ' 1], 1 mc: tuh-g Binlugjc:? S-:il:l'll:l.'-!-
TO: Msﬁﬂl‘illaﬁa Nieto, lf'ga:tum: EEItudcm. mailing sddress:
a/o Goodenow Lab/Genetics Lept, cfe Dept. af Physialogyfanalar
FROM: Barbara Havashida 2§49 IS8 phone: J-B363

Affirmative Action Coordinator
Binlogical Seiences .
RE: Graduate Minority Workshop on Taking the Oral Exam

Hi Marial Thank wou for agreeing to be part of a penel on surviving the
orals exam. The following questions can perhsps.serve as a guideline for
imput by studert reps oo the panel, Feel free 10 add other dimensions ar
anecdotas 1o your part of the discussion.

I envision that the panel will consist of 2 faculty membars who will talk
about what faculty may expect from the simdent and how to prepars
academically for the exam, 2 students o relate their experiences studying
argd handling themselves during the exam, and a counseling psychologist to
talk aboyut how to prepare psychologically for the exam. [ am aliotting
about 10 mimtes maximum for each speaker. IF this is wo long or oo
short, et me know. There will be a question/answer period afterwards, |
have sat the workshop to be held Tuesday, March 15 from 10 am o around
11:30 am. Tha location wiil be 1005 Life Sciences Building. Any
questons, call me at 3-3583 or send a note via Dept. of Physiclegy.

Some guidelines for your part of the panel

1) What is the single most important piece of advice you would give a
student preparing to take the oralse

2) How did you start defining your three arsas of study and getticg your
mmmim; ‘ogether? What questions did vou ask your committee
members

3) Did you talk to other siodents in your area of study who already took
the orals? Were they helpful?

4) How did you go about studying for the orals? How long did you study?
Did vou makes notes? Did you ask yourself guestions you thought might
be on the exam? Did you do 2 mock orals? Would it have been helpful?

5} How did you fael about taking tbe prals? How did you handle stress
before and during the examr

6) PBriefly describe what went oo in your orals? What were some of the
questions and at what pace were they asked? Were thare any that you
really didn't know the answers tof How did you handle them? What
were the facolty like? {supportive, sterm, bumorous, terrifying?)

How did you feel during the exam?

7} Looking bsck, what was the best thing about the orals (if thers was
anythingt }.
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Plant Biology: "Black Book"

The "Black Book"

Students in Plant Biology have continued the tradition of the "black beok” from the
former Botany Department The "black book” 5 a collectian of qualifying exam
questionnares completed by graduate students who have just recently taken their
qualifying examination. The book is intended to assist students wha are preparing for
their exams.

Preparation for Orals

The graduate representatives in the department maintain the book, reminding studcnts
who have racently taken the exam to fll in the guestionnaire while they can still
remember the "gory particulars” Students who are preparing for their exams may revisw
the guestinnnaires for comments on specific exam questions, general advice, and tips on
how to study for the examination.

Questionnaire Format

The questionnaire lists the date of the examination, major professor’s name, stedent’s
name, date of the examination, and members of the examination committee. 1t s divided
into four response sections: 1) comments on and specific guestions by committes
members; 2} general advice; 3) how to study, and 4) felds in which you would be willing
tn counsel prospective examinees.
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Chemistry: Time Table for Qualifying Exams

Preparaticn for Chealifying Exam

In preparztion for the qualilyy cxamination, each eqndidats is required to present a
serminzr at the weekly Gruduete Research Conference (GRC) appreaimately two wesks
prior 1o the cxamination tself Cach exam caondidate receives o f2tter from he viec-cha'r
ol the deparineal indicating the duze, fime, and location of the scheduled exzn, the
composition of the exam committer, and a ='me tabls for the exzins. The tme table i
reprodues s haiow,

(SAMILLE)

TIME TADLE FOR QUALIFYING EXAMS

Approximately two months before the scheduled nral exam. the candidzle should sturt =
revicw of the literahire to select 2o "outside topic' Jor this part of the examinarion.

Anaroximately six wasks before the oml exem, the candidate shoule meet with the chair
of his or her exam committee 1o secure appraval of she topic wnd puper chosen for the
appraizal and to agree on the substance of the GRC seminar. The dtke for the GRC
seminar should he given o the graduate assistant in the department office (419 Lutimer)
oy the Monday, 17 days before your GRC dzle. The title will ke anncunced in the
College's weekly seminar calendar. (A "to be announced” ritle makes the studenr laok
zoorly preparzd and disorganized.)

Approximately two weeks belore the GRC seminar, the eandidaze shevld meet with the
chair of his of her exzm eammirtes ta reecive approval of the one-page seminar absliact,
which must be given to the graduate assistant in e departmen: office by the Mondmy, 10
days befure your GRC date. The heading on the abstract shonld include the words
"Oraduate Research Corference” and the dzte of the seimirar.

Approximately rwo weeks before the aral exam, the candidate should meet with the chair
of his or her cxam committee 1o secure approval of the cue-page abstract o the
appraisal of the owside wpic and to discuss the seminar presantation and any other
questiona the eandidass may have asout the vpceming exam. Five copies of 1he alsloast
and any cther materizls to be disttibuted Lo the exam commitiee should be glven o the
graduate essistant in the depariment office at [2ast cne week before your oral sxam

Preparation fou the gualifying sxam sboukd reinforee rather than [nterrupt 1he stodent’s
progress in research. The disappearance of a student from his or her rosearch group for
a long period of time "in preparation for orals" is, therefore, strongly discouraged. This &
the reason for the above wo-month lead ime.
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Political Science: Study Groups

Study Groups

Students in Politieal Seienze mitiate and organize study groups to prepare for th=i
praliminary examinations. Study groups usuzlly include all the students who will be
writing the examinating during the current semester. Students often ask that faculry
members fram the current 2xam committes meet with thom to tz2lk agout the exans and

the best way 1o study for them.

Examination Questions

Students are free 10 suggest examinaticn questions to :he examination committee chair or
10 she gradwale assistant, who passes them on. Some [acully memzers will even solich
such suggestnme, Swuby groups will oftcn work toperber formulating examination
questions. and these, or slightly modified versions, will appear on the éxamination.

File of Examinations

The graduate office keeps a file of exams going back about 10 years. Students may make
coples of these if they wish, and the study groups often use the materiais while praparing
and tiscussing questiona.

Study Methods

"In one sindy gronp We got tegether and discussed the material we had all read based cn
the questions that wa put together. The second group™s members divided up rzadings
and exchanged outlines of their assigned texts. The preperation was definitely helpful, |
wouldn't have had a chanez of passing without it," said one examines,
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school of Education: Mock Oral Examination

Wock Oral Faamination

Several montns befors the scheduled oral =xam, the stadent's advizer asscmbies a BITH [
of twa or thres other advanced docioral students, and togother they condurt a mock oral
exarmination witk the adwvizer scrving as the chair. e is sl woluabie if, LMONT 178
staderls acting 4 Gculty, Lhess is wt least one wha tecently passed his o her orad.

Ore orotessac reports that he has repularly dore 1his with bs studers whe say that the

ezl oal sxamination is 4 ‘piece of cake” zfer the nigorous questicning in the mock ocal
SN2,
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