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I. OVERVIEW

The Ph.D. Qualifying Exam is designed to determine
whether students are prepared for Ph.D.-level research activ-
ities. The exam consists of a written component and an oral
component.

Students are strongly encouraged to take the exam for the
first time during their second semester. Students must attempt
the Qualifying Exam no later than the third semester of the
Ph.D. program. Students taking the exam in their first year
must first attend three qualifying exams of other students
before their oral presentation.

Each student must form an examination committee consist-
ing of at least three faculty members, all of whom must be
CSE or CSE-affiliated graduate faculty. The committee must
include:

• At least two graduate faculty members, including the stu-
dent’s Ph.D. advisor(s).

• At least one member from the annual Qualifying Exam
Committee (assigned by the department). This representative
will intentionally not be in the student’s research area.

II. TIMELINE AND EXAM MECHANICS

1) The student submits a request to the examination commit-
tee after discussion with their advisor.

2) The advisory committee assigns two articles chosen by
the student’s advisor. These must be from a CSrankings
conference, or equivalent if the area is not represented. At
least one paper must be from the last five years.

3) The proposed papers are used to assign the member from
the qualifying exam committee, so these must be submitted
with the request.

4) The student and their advisor are responsible for scheduling
the examination with the committee.

5) The student is responsible for fully understanding the
papers. Additional papers may be needed for proper context
and preparation.

6) By a deadline set by the committee (but no sooner than
four weeks after paper assignment), the student must:
• Submit a written report (maximum 6 pages, excluding

references, in IEEE conference format), which must:
a) Summarize the selected papers,
b) Provide scientific criticism of their strengths and

weaknesses,
c) Discuss possible future directions in the area.

• Give a public presentation (30 minutes), followed by a
private 30-minute Q&A session:
a) The goal of the public presentation is to communi-

cate the key ideas of the papers.
b) The presentation must be accessible to a general

computer science audience.
c) The student should focus on the main ideas and

relevant background, not exhaustively cover every
technical detail.

d) The student must demonstrate the ability to clearly
and effectively communicate complex topics.

7) The student may reference their own work, but the focus
must remain on the prior literature.

8) Students may receive feedback and support during prepara-
tion, including review of drafts or practice talks. However,
the conclusions and work must be their own.

9) The examination committee defines the scope and expecta-
tions of the written report and presentation. Students must
show mastery of the assigned papers. The committee may
ask about related research.

10) The advisory committee makes a final pass/fail decision
based on the report, presentation, and Q&A.

III. FAILED QUALIFYING EXAM

If a student fails the Qualifying Exam, their advisor is re-
sponsible for collecting detailed feedback from the committee.

Students may retake the exam once. The second attempt
must be completed before the end of the fourth semester. To
support planning, second attempts in the fourth semester must
be completed no later than the sixth week of that semester.

If the exam is not passed after two attempts, the student
may not continue in the Ph.D. program, but may switch to the
M.S. program.

IV. ADMINISTRATIVE AUTHORITY

The Graduate Curriculum and Credentials (C&C) Commit-
tee has general authority over the exam process, including
decisions in unusual cases such as transfer students.
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