
Graduate Group in Biochemistry, Biophysics and Chemical Biology
Oral Candidacy Examination Guidelines for Faculty
1.  Overview
The examination committee consists of three faculty, one of whom serve as chair for the oral exam. The purpose of the oral exam is to test the ability of the student to explain and then defend their written proposal. The written proposal, in the format of a NIH-style research proposal should
1) identify an important problem in biochemistry and molecular biophysics; 
2) review the relevant literature; and 
3) formulate a testable hypothesis or develop a technology to address a specific scientific problem.
The Candidacy Examination will evaluate a student based on how they:
1) defend the significance, design and feasibility of the written proposal; 
2) explain basic concepts in biochemistry and biophysics; and 
3) explain the theory and practical application of biochemical/biophysical techniques.
2. Prior to the oral exam
A draft of the specific aims for the proposal is to be submitted by the student to the members of the committee approximately five weeks prior to the exam. The exam committee members must approve the final title and specific aims four weeks prior to the exam.  If the committee members fail to contact the student, the student will assume that the proposed aims meet the approval of the committee members.  If committee members wish for changes to the aims, they should work with the student directly. The completed proposal must be submitted to the committee at least two weeks prior to the scheduled exam date. The committee members should touch-base with each other share their general views about the written proposal sometime before the oral defense of the proposal.
3.  Oral Defense of the Proposal
The oral defense will be conducted in person with the chair of the committee as moderator. The student will begin the Candidacy Examination by presenting an approximately 15-minute synopsis of the proposal consisting of not more than eight prepared slides.  Use of animation to increase the effective number of slides is not permitted.  The presentation should emphasize the specific experiments proposed in the written proposal.  The faculty should only interrupt to clarify specific points, and the questions and answers should be brief to allow the student to complete the presentation within or close to the allotted time. The Committee chair is responsible for keeping these questions to a minimum and ensuring timely completion of the oral presentation.
Following the presentation, the committee members will ask questions.  The student should field these questions verbally, and can also make use of the chalkboard/whiteboard. The student should be able to discuss in detail literature in their fields describing past work and alternate methods or approaches to solving their research problems.   The student should show an in-depth knowledge of biochemistry and molecular biophysics.  For example, if a binding assay is used, the student should understand the thermodynamic basis of binding.  If a biophysical technique such as single particle Cryo-EM is used, the student should be familiar with the physical principles underlying the technique and what the technique can and cannot do.  Students should demonstrate an understanding of the quantities (nanomoles, micrograms etc.) and concentrations (micromolar, nano-molar) of macromolecules, reagents etc. they need to perform their experiments and demonstrate an understanding of the magnitude of changes they may be measuring.  The use and understanding of appropriate statistical tools is required, and questions about statistical analysis are appropriate.
While no topic is off-limits, overly technical questions in an unrelated sub-specialty may be unreasonable.  For example, a student studying transcriptional regulation would not be expected to understand technical aspects of advanced microscopies, unless the research proposal incorporates that technique.
4.  Review and Pass/Fail Procedures
After the oral examination, the committee will ask the student to leave while they discuss the student's performance.  The committee will decide whether the student has passed or failed (see below), and will unofficially inform the student of this decision by email as soon as possible, by the same day at the latest.
Each member of the Candidacy Examination Committee will complete a Candidacy Examination Evaluation Form and send it electronically to the chair of the committee within one day of the oral examination.  This form includes a formal written review of the oral and written content of the examination and provides an NIH style score for each of 5 categories: 
1) quality of the written proposal; 
2) quality of the oral presentation; 
3) attention to Rigor and Reproducibility of the proposed research; 
4) defense of the proposal; 
5) depth of general knowledge.
The committee members will also indicate whether a pass or fail is recommended for the written proposal, and give an overall evaluation – pass, provisional pass or fail.  In addition to these reports, the chair of the Candidacy Examination Committee will write a summary of the discussion that followed the oral examination.  The chair collates these reviews and communicates these to the student and the Graduate Group office within two days.
Possible outcomes of the Candidacy Examination:
Pass with distinction:  If the student passes, the chair of the committee will notify the Graduate Group Chair immediately.  The student will receive written confirmation of passage of the Candidacy Examination from the Graduate Group Chair along with the written critiques from the committee. 
Provisional pass: A provisional pass will be given if the student needs to address one or more deficits identified by the Candidacy Examination Committee.  These items might be associated with the written proposal, a problem with the presentation, or a lack of background knowledge.  The committee chair will outline a course of action to address the relevant issues (which may or may not require reconvening the committee) and the student will have one week to address the concerns.  It is expected that the concerns will typically be addressed, in which case the provisional pass will convert to a pass, at which stage the Graduate Group Chair will be informed and provide official notification to the student.  If for some reason the concerns are not addressed within this time frame, a provisional pass will convert to a fail.
Fail:  If a student fails the first attempt at the Candidacy Examination, the committee will recommend revising the proposal and/or repeating the oral exam.  For the second attempt, an additional member of Candidacy Examination Advisory Group will be added to the student’s committee.  The student will have two weeks to rewrite the proposal and/or prepare for the second oral exam, which must take place before June 14.  In addition, the chair of the student’s Candidacy Examination Committee will solicit a letter of support from the proposed thesis advisor and will obtain a copy of the student’s academic file to assist in reaching a final pass/fail decision.  The chair of the student’s Candidacy Examination Committee will notify the Graduate Group Chair, the Director of the Candidacy Examinations, and the BMB Academic Review/Advising Committee of the outcome of the second examination.  If the student fails the second exam, the Graduate Group Chair and Academic Review/Advising Committee are ultimately responsible for reaching a final decision regarding whether the student should leave the graduate program.  In the case where termination is deemed necessary, the student may, if all other requirements have been met, be eligible for a terminal Master of Science degree.


