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The Department of Computer Science has been offering the Ph.D. Qualifying Examination for more than eight years. The details about the current examination and its format are available at: 

http://www.cs.unc.edu/Admin/Exams/Qual/.

In this document, we outline an alternative proposal for Ph.D. qualifying oral examinations that is based on the material from the current IP topic areas. 
1. IP-based Exam: Examine each student on their IP topics and course related materials.

2. Oral Exam: We expect that each examination will last about an hour. The students are suggested to prepare a 20 minute talk and the rest of the exam time will be taken by the committee to ask questions. The goal of the oral exam is to test their knowledge on the IP topics and background material, as well as their creativity.  In some ways, we are treating the IP as a "mini-Master thesis" and this is an oral exam on the thesis. However, we are not proposing any changes to the written IP exam or recommending that it should turn into a Master’s thesis.

The committee will assign a score in the range [-3, +3]. The faculty will follow the current guidelines of interpreting these scores. A score of +1 or more is considered a passing performance, whereas a score of -1 or less is considered as a failing performance on the oral exam.

3. Committee Composition: The student will be examined by four faculty members. Two of the faculty members are the IP readers. The other two faculty members will be selected by the students and approved by the Examination Committee. In case a student is unable to find two other faculty members, the Examination Committee will assign these members. The committee will take the following criteria into account, when approving two additional faculty members:

  (a) Load Balancing: We expect the entire tenure-track faculty to participate in these exams. Assuming a class of 25-30 students, we expect an average of 4 exams per faculty.

  (b) Distribution from Different Fields: At least one faculty member should be from each of the three subfields, w.r.t. to the IP topic.

The Examination Committee will approve these faculty members within three weeks of the deadline for filing CS-09 paperwork, i.e. by the 8th week of the semester.

4. Candidacy Meetings:  The deadline for these exams will be set based on the Candidacy meetings, typically during the Friday faculty meetings.  During these meetings, the faculty discusses the admission of each student to the Ph.D. program based on the performance of this exam, his/her Calingaert scores, RA/TA performance, and whether or not the student has a faculty champion. We propose two Candidacy Meetings per year:

  (a) The first Friday in February. This meeting will mainly discuss the results for students, who wrote the IP and took the Qual in the Fall semeter.

  (b) The last Friday of Spring semester (right before graduation, typically in mid-May). This meeting will discuss the results for students who had to take this exam the second time, or the students who started into our graduate program in the spring semester or other special cases.

5. Scheduling: We strongly encourage the students to schedule this exam after the final draft of IP is submitted and the paperwork is filed (i.e. after Week 13). In case the student is unable to schedule the date of this exam by Week 15 (for whatever reason), they should inform the Examination Committee. The Examination Committee will schedule these oral exams on these days:

(a) The last two Fridays in January. Note that there are no classes scheduled on Friday, so it should be relatively simple to schedule this exam.

   (b) The last week of Spring semester, right after the final exams and just before 
graduation.

It is recommended that the faculty do not travel during these dates. In case they are not available on these dates, they should make sure that all their examination commitments are undertaken before the Candidacy meetings.

6. Multiple Attempts: Before taking the oral qualifying exam, the students must pass the IP first.  Students will have two chances to take this oral exam. We expect that the student will write the IP during their 3rd semester and schedule the exam before the corresponding Candidacy meeting.  Not writing the IP during the 3rd semester or not scheduling the exam before the Candidacy meeting will count as a failure of a Ph.D. qualifying exam. In that case, the students should make sure that they write the IP and take the qualifying oral exam during their 4th semester.  It is possible that a student wrote the IP during the 3rd semester and took the exam towards the end of their 4th semester. In such a case, it will be counted as their second attempt.  (Students can always petition to take the 3rd attempt.)

If a student passed the IP but failed the qualifying oral exam the first time, the student can keep the same topic but need to retake the qualifying exam. In this case, the student has the option of changing his/her committee. The new committee has to be approved by the Examination Committee.
