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CURRICULUM IN TOXICOLOGY GUIDELINES

Doctoral Oral Examination – PhD Proposal Defense
This Oral Examination shall be conducted by the student's Doctoral Dissertation Committee and includes the defense of the student’s dissertation proposal.  The Doctoral Oral Examination shall follow the Doctoral Written Examination.  It should take place during the fall or the beginning of the spring semester of the 3rd year of training.
A.
Preparation for the Exam

The student shall:

1. Prepare an outline of the dissertation proposal with the guidance of the research advisor
2. Make a list of potential members of the student’s Doctoral Dissertation Committee in consultation with the research advisor

3. Meet with the Director of Graduate Studies, who will review the suggested committee composition for compliance with Graduate School requirements (see below) and also discuss whether the research advisor (if a regular member of the UNC-CH Graduate Faculty) or another member of the committee will serve as Chair.  
4. Contact each member of the proposed Doctoral Dissertation Committee to schedule one-on-one meetings.  The student uses these meetings to discuss the focus of the dissertation research and to invite the faculty member to participate in the doctoral committee after explaining why the particular faculty members and his/her expertise would be valuable to the student’s goals. 

5. Inform the Director of Graduate Studies of the willingness of the invited faculty members to participate in the student’s committee (or to discuss potential replacements, if necessary), so that the composition of the Doctoral Dissertation Committee can be finalized.  
6. Consult regularly with members of the doctoral dissertation committee during the period of preparation of the written Ph.D. proposal (see below).

7. Schedule a pre-proposal defense meeting with the committee when the major details of the dissertation project have been identified.  Suggestions for improvements and modifications of the research proposal from the committee, discussed during this meeting and supported by the entire committee, will be very helpful in completing the written proposal and preparing for its defense during the oral exam.

B.
Doctoral Dissertation Committee

Role

The Doctoral Dissertation Committee, which is an advisory and examination committee, shall be responsible for (i) approval of the dissertation proposal, (ii) providing advice during the conduct of the dissertation research, (iii) recommending elective course(s) or additional activities, if any, to address deficiencies that might become apparent during the development of the dissertation research, and (iv) approval of the Final Oral Examination (dissertation defense) and the final written document to be submitted to the Graduate School as the final requirement for receiving the Ph.D. degree. 

Composition and Appointment

After consultation with the dissertation advisor(s) and the student, the members of the Doctoral Dissertation Committee shall be nominated by the Director of Graduate Studies, preferably at the time the student begins to write the dissertation proposal.  The Graduate School has established the following requirements:  (i) The Committee shall be composed of at least 5 members of the Graduate Faculty, including the dissertation advisor(s).  (ii) A majority in each committee shall be regular members of the Graduate Faculty; the remaining members of the Committee may be regular members or fixed-term members.  Regular members of the Graduate Faculty are full-time, tenured or tenure-track faculty members of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (see http://www.gradschool.unc.edu/academic/faculty_designat.html) or those nominated on the basis of their educational record and research expertise (special appointed regular graduate faculty).  Fixed-term members of the Graduate Faculty are usually persons holding adjunct faculty, non-tenured track, or clinical appointments at UNC-CH.  Scientists with off-campus laboratories who are affiliated with the Curriculum in Toxicology are also appointed as fixed-term members of the Graduate Faculty.  In addition, scientists from other non-educational organizations or faculty members from other Universities can also be appointed to serve on the committee of a specific student; these fixed-tem appointments are sometimes necessary because the appointee brings valuable experience in the area of the dissertation research that is not represented among the other committee members and complement the overall expertise of the committee.  (iii) A majority in each committee shall be affiliated members of the Curriculum in Toxicology.  (iv) The doctoral student shall consult with the Committee at frequent intervals throughout the progress of the dissertation research.  (v) At least five members of the committee must be present at the dissertation defense and shall constitute the Committee for the Final Oral Examination.  
A majority of the members of a Doctoral Dissertation Committee and a majority of the persons granting approval of a doctoral dissertation and signing the Report of the Final Oral Examination must be regular members of the Graduate Faculty.
C.
Organization of the research proposal

The student shall write the dissertation proposal following the NIH guidelines for an investigator-initiated project (RO1) grant application.  The major goal is to familiarize the student with the style of grant writing that requires concise and clear wording, identification of a testable hypothesis, succinct description of past and future experiments, interpretation and significance of results, statistical treatment of the data, and alternative approaches in case any unforeseen pitfalls interfere with the completion of the proposed experimental design.  The student should only be concerned with the guidelines for preparation of the Abstract page (project summary and relevance) and the Research Plan (Specific Aims and Research Strategy), including statistical analysis and References Cited.  If the project includes the use of human subjects, vertebrate animals, and/or hazardous biological agents and toxins, the relevant topic(s) should be addressed in the proposal.  
Detailed instructions and guidelines on the preparation of the doctoral research proposal are discussed with students enrolled in the TOXC 821 (Scientific Writing) course (fall semester of the third year of training).
D.
Oral Exam and Proposal Defense
Once the proposal is judged to be complete by the research advisor, the document shall be distributed to all members of the committee at least 2 weeks prior to the date scheduled for the doctoral oral examination.  At the day of the examination, the student presents the proposal to the committee in a seminar format (30-45 min) and answers questions posed by committee members.  In addition to a discussion of the dissertation proposal, the examination questions may include all other aspects of toxicology.  Immediately following this examination, the committee shall decide:

(i) Whether the student has passed or failed the doctoral oral examination, and 
(ii) Whether or not the doctoral research proposal is acceptable.  
These decisions must be recorded in appropriate forms provided by the Director of Graduate Studies.  The signed forms must be returned to the Director of Graduate Studies.  
The doctoral dissertation committee shall recommend appropriate actions in case the student fails the doctoral oral examination or the proposal is judged incomplete or unacceptable. 

