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CURRICULUM IN TOXICOLOGY GUIDELINES

Doctoral Written Examination

1. Purpose
The Doctoral Written Examination represents an important decision-making tool for the faculty.  The goal of this examination is to evaluate the student’s potential to continue making satisfactory progress toward the Ph.D. degree.  This evaluation is based upon (i) level of knowledge in toxicology and allied fields; (ii) ability to apply this knowledge toward solving problems; (iii) competence to evaluate critically and interpret experimental data; (iv) aptitude to research a topic, raise a hypothesis and design experiments to test it; (v) command of scientific writing skills.  
2. Requirement and Schedule 

A candidate for the Ph.D. degree must take the Doctoral Written Examination upon completion of the required coursework, usually at the end of the second year of training.  The examination shall be administered once each year, preferably in the last two weeks of May.  The student who fails this examination will be allowed to take it again the following year; the student who does not pass the Doctoral Written Examination after two attempts becomes ineligible to continue in the program.

3. Scope of Questions 

The examination shall test for broad and basic understanding of the field of toxicology and evaluate the student’s aptitude for research (see 1.).  It is anticipated that questions shall commonly reflect (i) important concepts in toxicology, potentially including the request to design experiments to solve hypothetical experimental problems, or (ii) the presentation of a limited experimental protocol and observed results and the request for critical analysis of the approach and data.  The scope of the questions will cover different aspects of toxicology that all enrolled students should have already mastered, regardless of the chosen area of dissertation research. Questions will not be limited to the courses completed by the students.  
Faculty members shall be requested to submit questions for this yearly examination, together with the outline of an appropriate answer.  The Written Examination Committee shall review the questions, and assemble and administer the examination.
4. Format
The Toxicology Doctoral Written Examination shall include 5 or more questions and be completed in 5 days.  Each student shall select and answer 4 of these open-book questions.  The students will be allowed to consult class notes, library resources, and reliable websites, hence, any reputable source of scientific information at their disposal, EXCEPT consultation with other students or faculty.  The students shall be bound by the UNC-CH honor system to complete the take-home exam on their own and to properly reference all sources of information that were used in composing their answers.

5. Grading Scale
Each question shall be evaluated on a percentage scale, with 70% set as the minimum passing grade.  

6. Grading Guidelines

The following criteria are recommended to the faculty in order to establish uniformity in exam grading. In assigning final grades, time limitations and the special features of each question should also be taken into account.
Grade (%)

92-100%: Clear mastery of the subject of the question; precise and concise organization; depth and scope of discussion ideally suited to the question; if applicable, some evidence of creative insight and an ability to deal with controversies and reservations.
81-91%: Facts are accurate; evidence of reasonable depth of knowledge; evidence that the major issues involved are clearly understood; well-organized; answer contains a judicious selection of available facts.
70-80%: If factual errors are present, these are minor; major issues are covered but not in depth; satisfactory organization.
51-69%: Several factual errors; superficial coverage of the area; coherent but weak organization; although the answer is partially correct, it lacks accuracy and completeness.
31-50%: Evidence of major gaps in the area; organization so poor that the answer may be difficult to follow; clear evidence of misunderstanding of major issues.
0-30%: Clearly demonstrates no understanding of the subject.
Two faculty members will be assigned to grade independently all answers to a specific question. The final grade a student will receive for each answer will be the average of two scores.  If the two independent scores vary significantly, especially if they fall on each side of the minimum passing grade (70%), the Chair of the Written Examination Committee shall meet with the two faculty graders to evaluate the reasons for the discrepancy in the grades; if necessary, a third grader will be recruited to help eliminate any grading ambiguities.  The final grade assigned to a specific answer should properly reflect the quality of the essay and provide a clear assessment of whether the student passed or failed the exam question.  

7. Actions

(i) Students receiving a grade of at least 70% in each of the 4 answered questions shall pass the Doctoral Written Examination. This information is then entered in Part I of the Doctoral Exam Report Form, which will be signed and dated by the Chair of the Written Exam Committee at the beginning of the following fall semester.  

(ii) A student who fails ONE individual question (25% of the exam), but the average of the grades received in the four answered questions is at least 70%, shall receive a conditional pass.  The student shall be encouraged to discuss the shortcomings of the failed answer with the faculty members who participated in grading it.  Then, the student shall be required to answer a different question in the same subject area.  This exercise is viewed as a learning/teaching tool for the timely elimination of deficiencies recognized during the Doctoral Written Examination and is to be completed before the beginning of the fall semester.  Upon achieving a passing grade for the answer given to this final question, the student shall pass the Doctoral Written Examination.  If a grade of 70% or higher is not received, the student will fail the Doctoral Written Examination (see below).
(iii) A student who receives grades lower than 70% in TWO questions (50% of the exam) will fail the Doctoral Written Examination.  

Students failing the Doctoral Written Exam shall have the option of withdrawing from the doctoral program or retaking a similar examination in the following year.  The Director of Graduate Studies and the research advisor will be available to help each student with this decision, which will be influenced by the actual performance of the student in the completed coursework and ongoing laboratory research, as well the overall perceived scientific acumen.  

If the decision is to withdraw from the doctoral program, the student will have the option to petition the Curriculum for permission to continue in the Toxicology Graduate Program with the goal of completing the requirements for the M.S. degree.  

In the case where the student decides to remain in the Ph.D. track, the student’s advisor(s) (and other faculty, upon request by the student) shall work closely with the student throughout the intervening year on a program to eliminate the deficiencies identified during the Doctoral Written Exam (for example, assigning and grading new or previous exam questions).  

Failing to pass the Doctoral Written Exam for a second time, results in the automatic dismissal of the student from Graduate School.  Petition for re-instatement would have to follow the procedures dictated by the Graduate School (http://www.gradschool.unc.edu/pdf/wrenstmt.pdf).
