PROPOSAL #1

At the end of their second semester, have PhD-intending students choose three (maybe more?) subject areas that are diverse and yet related by a common idea. By "diverse and yet related" I mean in the way that students currently choose IP topics/papers. We could even have the students "attach" the areas to specific courses as is done w/ the qual now.

Then have these students choose two or so papers from each of these areas.  Each professor could perhaps provide a pool of papers from their favorite subject (and course) area. The students would be required to specify their selection (areas and papers) in advance as with qual courses.

At qual time (for the exam) orally explore the different areas, the papers, and the integration between them. The committee would be formed from professors working in the chosen areas.

Then for the IP, do as we do now, but allow the students to choose the papers from among the ones they covered in the qual.

Rational:

The idea is that people would spend qual preparation time on something that might be current and interesting, and as a bonus might lead to an IP. If people do choose to harvest an IP from their qual experience (and specific papers), they would have already spent time growing (intellectually) in the relevant areas, and therefore the IP would be more an exercise of narrowing the aspects of the integration, and articulating that rigorously in writing.

Even if a student does not choose to harvest an IP from their qual experience, their time spent preparing the qual would be more like research and less like CCE preparation. I think this would be more interesting and valuable to them. Further by making the exam and the preparation more like research, I think we might get better insight into their ability to pursue research in general.

PROPOSAL #2

I propose we eliminate the Qual and replace it with one or more meetings where we discuss the students individually.  We can evaluate course performance and research performance.

Rational:

Some people might say that the students who are not in a research group are at a disadvantage using this method, but I would counter with the argument that those students are in big trouble anyway.

PROPOSAL #3:

1. We should have a faculty meeting at the end of each semester, where we discuss the performance of students who have been here for 12-24 months. We should look at their course grades, TA/RA performance and whether they have a champion. For example, if some one has a strong champion, we should go ahead and admit the student.

2. If we can't make a conclusive decision, based on the data, we should encourage the student to get a PhD advisor.. If we still want more data, we should appoint a 2-3 faculty ad-hoc committee and examine the student on their IP topic (idea proposed by Greg Welch). It will consist of two IP readers and perhaps one more faculty member (say from a different research area), and let the decision of that committee be used as an input to the rest of the faculty.

PROPOSAL #4:

* One small suggestion is to go to just 2 exams on material drawn from any of the (4? 6?) courses submitted (so drop the compartmentalization implied by the 3 pairings of 2 courses).  

* Another possibility would be to replace the Qual with an oral exam that is part of the IP, i.e. a ten minute presentation of the IP by the student followed by an hour of questions from the two readers and an additional examiner.

PROPOSAL #5

(1) Have a qualifier for qual.  It should be based on Calingaert score of 0.0 *OR* a letter of support from a faculty member. We typically do not admit a student who has a Calingaert Score of 0.0 or below or who has no faculty champion.  Why wastes their and our (9x) time to put them through an exam?  The message should be clearly delivered to them that these two factors matter, by not letting them taking the exam.  At other universities, a qualifier for qual is typically administered. 

(2) Tie the qual to IP or some research areas, instead of courses.  If a student has done their IP, then the Qual should examine their analysis and integration of the materials.  If the student has not done the IP, then the Qual should examine on the chosen subject areas that they proposed to do an IP on.  This will at least make sure that the students' time is well spent on something meaningful and creative in terms of preparation.  The exam areas are not diffused in boundlessly many directions covering a huge, general subject area.

(3) Students should be allowed to take their QUAL twice by the end of their 2nd year in graduate studies.  They can do so any time during the first 2 years.  They are allowed to petition for one additional attempt with a letter of support from a faculty member during the first two years.

Rational:

This proposal still does not address the issue of fairness.  I'm not sure if there will be one.  But, at least both the faculty and students' time will be spent more meaningful in a more useful process.  The exam will likely to be tied to a topic of interests to students and hopefully focus more on creative thinking instead of knowledge.  

PROPOSAL #6
1.  I like having the exam spread over 4 or 5 days rather than packed mostly into two days.  If some faculty members prefer it packed, then maybe each person can give preferences and the schedule can try to accommodate them.

2.  Within the days of the qual it would be nice if faculty members could indicate which time slots they prefer, morning or afternoon etc.

3.  I don't know if there is some way to reduce the manpower requirement (9 faculty members seeing each student) without impairing the accuracy of the results, but it can be considered.

4.  I think students with a GPA sufficiently high should be excused from the qual.  This threshhold can be set so that students above it rarely fail the qual.  Also, students with a sufficiently low GPA should be encouraged not to take the qual, but permitted to do so if they desire.

PROPOSAL #7
1.  Scrap the QUAL, and push the burden of aptitude testing onto the IP.

2.  Make the IP a two-part exam: written (as it is currently), plus oral.  The oral part will attempt to test the aptitude for research.  In addition to the current requirement that the student "integrates" ideas from 2 or 3 different areas of computer science, let's add another requirement: propose a couple of simple answers to the open questions raised in the papers read by the student.  That is, the IP must propose one or two *new* ideas that were not contained in the paper.

2a.  The IP is then evaluated not only for the student's ability to integrate concepts, but also propose new ones.  I believe the latter part will achieve what the QUAL set out to achieve -- test aptitude for research -- at a fraction of the cost.  Plus, the faculty still get to grill the student in the oral part of the evaluation.

2c.  The new exam would clearly not only be an evaluation, but also a learning opportunity for the student (satisfying objections in 6 above).

3.  I propose increasing the number of courses considered for candidacy from 6 to around 10-12.  I believe the current core is not comprehensive enough.  Of course, several of these could be electives. We should also institute a minimum GPA requirement on this set of courses, which is put in writing, so the students have a definite goal to achieve by the end of their 4th semester or so.

The above would significantly strengthen both the breadth as well as the IP requirement, which I believe can provide the faculty reliable indicators to evaluate a student's candidacy, without the need for the QUAL as we know it today.
4.  Finally, I propose that, to get to *know* the students better, we start a system of periodic evaluations of our PhD students in the faculty meetings.  Many schools have this system of semester-end or year-end reviews.  I feel that currently most faculty do not know what students other than their own RA's are up to.

4a. I propose that students be evaluated at the end of their 2nd, 3rd and 4th semesters, and possibly once a year after that.  This will not only keep all the faculty informed, but also give students useful feedback at an early stage.  In addition, this system has been known to bring about a little more equality in the standards each student is held up to.

