Notes for Comprehensive Exams in Biology
The purpose of the comprehensive/qualifying examination is:

· to assess the ability of students to communicate their knowledge and understanding of their discipline or area of study, and

· to evaluate students’ grasp of the current state of the knowledge in their intended research area including relevant methodologies and approaches
(see also Queen’s University Academic Calendar, General Regulations).

The examining committee must include a minimum of 5 faculty, as follows:

· 1 Chair (appointed by the Graduate Studies Advisor)

· 2 faculty members from a different research area inside or outside Biology (these may be supervisory committee members)

· 1 Biology faculty member from the candidate's research area (usually a member of the supervisory committee)

· the Supervisor(s)

At least two examiners must be arms-length to the student’s research (“must not have a prior supervisory relationship, must not have co-authored with or co-presented with the candidate”). Examiners may be regular full-time faculty members at a recognized university, emeritus professors (as long as they are still active in research), adjunct professors (provided comprehensive exams are covered in their letter of appointment and funds are available to cover the costs mandated by the faculty union), or researchers in government agencies or NGOs (usually a PhD is required, plus approval from the Graduate Coordinator). No examiner may be in conflict-of-interest (“personal or family relationship with the candidate and/or vested interest in the thesis or research for personal or financial gain”). Additional information on examiner roles and exam procedures is presented in Appendix 4 of the Guide to Graduate Studies. 

The Chair is usually a member of the Graduate Studies Committee, and their role is to manage the exam (the order and duration of questioning, discussion of exam outcome). The Chair is responsible for familiarizing themselves with the exam requirements and protocols before the exam begins to ensure that it runs smoothly. The Chair does not ask examination questions of the candidate. The Chair does not vote on the outcome of the exam. 

The supervisor is ultimately responsible for the arrangements for this examination. The completed and signed cover form and the proposal must be given to the Biology Graduate Office and each of the examining committee members at least 2 weeks prior to the exam. The supervisor or student books a room, and circulates a link for remote attendance if needed by an examiner.  
New: The supervisor confirms prior to submission that the proposal meets the formatting requirements as described in the Guide to Graduate Studies (Appendix 1). 

New: Examiners should read the proposal carefully as soon as possible, and inform the Chair by email at least 3 days before the exam whether or not they think that the exam should proceed.  If two or more negative reports are received, then the Chair gives the student the option to proceed with the exam, or defer pending revisions to the proposal.

On the day of the exam, the supervisor is responsible for setting up any AV or other equipment.

Other observers (e.g., faculty members, students) may be allowed to attend the examination, but only if the candidate agrees and requests that the Chair allows them to attend. Observers are not allowed to ask questions. 

In the event of an unexpected absence of an examiner, the exam only proceeds if the minimum required numbers of examiners is present. 
The comprehensive exam itself should focus on the PhD thesis proposal and topics related to it.  At the beginning of the exam, the Chair asks the student to leave the room while the examiners present any concerns with the proposal. The student is then invited to return and typically gives a 15-20 minute summary of their proposal. The presentation is followed by two rounds of questioning by the examiners, starting with the external examiner and ending with the supervisor(s). Each examiner usually has up to 20 minutes to ask questions, but the second round of questioning is usually shorter (~5 min per examiner). Examiners are encouraged to use the second round of questions for clarification or to pose new questions that might alter their decision on the outcome of the exam. Examiners can opt to waive their second round of questions if the first round of questions provided clear justification for a “pass” outcome. The questions asked by the examiners will focus on the thesis proposal but should also involve related areas of biology and other scientific disciplines relevant to the proposal. Students are permitted to refer to their proposal during the exam, but use of notes is not permitted without prior approval by the Graduate Coordinator. 
Once the candidate withdraws, the Chair will call for discussion of the candidate’s performance and the assessment of the candidate’s background knowledge to determine if it is sufficient to carry the student through the PhD program.  Following discussion, and starting with the examiner most distant from the student’s subject area (as above), examiners rate the candidate’s performance as one of the following categories: 
(a) Pass.  The student is permitted to proceed with research and the writing of the PhD thesis. 
(b) Referred.  The candidate is required to rectify some deficiency in their knowledge, e.g., a serious but narrow deficiency could be addressed by prescribing one or more graduate courses for credit, or completing a term paper for one or more of the examiners on a prescribed subject.  The student must obtain a minimum of 80% on any courses taken or must prepare the term paper to the satisfaction of the committee.  The supervisor must notify the Biology Graduate Studies Office, in writing, when such conditions have been fulfilled. The supervisor may consult with one or more examiners.
(c) Fail. The level of knowledge, understanding and/or critical thinking is broadly insufficient. A written report by the Chair is required in the event of a failure.  Examiners may recommend either that the student re-take the examination within six months after addressing the insufficiencies, or withdraw from the program.

The chair completes the Result Form, in consultation with the examiners. It is then the responsibility of the Chair to communicate the results of the exam to the School of Graduate Studies via the Graduate Studies Advisor in the Biology Graduate office.
The Chair submits to SGSPA a report on the conduct of the exam, and encourages members of the examining committee and student also to submit a report. 

Appendix 1: Proposal Format.
The qualifying exam is an oral examination based on a written thesis research proposal prepared in a standard format, as follows:

· single-spaced text, 12 pt serif font (e.g., Times New Roman), with ≥2-cm margins on all sides;

· page 1 is a summary of the proposal written in lay terms so that any intelligent person might be able to understand it;

· pages 2-6 comprise the proposal, usually (but not necessarily) organized under the subheadings Background, Objectives, Methods, Preliminary Results (if available), Expected Results, Expected Significance;

· pages 7-n comprise a list of references quoted in the proposal. The student may use whatever format they prefer, provided all references are complete and consistent; 

· potentially an appendix containing tables, figures, a proposed timeline, and copies of the slides from their talk, if they think these would be useful, but examiners are not required to read the appendix, and the proposal should stand alone without it. Any essential figures or tables should be included within the main text, and do count toward the page limits;

· number each page in the bottom right;

· must include a signed cover sheet.

This thesis research proposal must be made available to the members of the examining committee at least two weeks prior to the qualifying examination. The unsigned cover sheet should be submitted to the graduate assistant at least 3 weeks prior to the anticipated defence date, so that a Chair may be found. It is the student’s responsibility to book a room and/or provide a zoom link for the exam. If the proposal file is very large, it should be provided through a document sharing platform such as Sharepoint.

Appeal Procedures 

A PhD student may appeal against the decision of the Qualifying Exam Committee (see Graduate Academic Calendar, General Regulations).

