Faculty #1
I don't think the present qual is terrible or catastrophic by any means, in fact it might arguably be the best we can do to elicit the information we are looking for.

Having said that, I don't like the fact that students feel compelled (apparently) to spend an inordinate amount of time studying for the exam, concentrating on their 6 courses in particular.  My sense is that presently qual preparation has become much like that for a comprehensive exam like the CCE. I don't think this fits with the spirit of the qual. And while this exercise might benefit students indirectly (as Fred pointed out) I think it is energy that could be better spent doing something else.

We could tie the content of the IP (DWE) and the qual together in some form.  For example, something like the following.

[begin proposed process]

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.

[end proposed process]

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.

Faculty #2
I dislike:

1.  The amount of time the students spend preparing.

2.  The amount of time the faculty spend testing.  Basically a week is lost.

In contrast to the IP, I don't see any benefit.

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.

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.

Also, I'd like to have a discussion of what "candidacy" means.  Is this a

university designation?

Faculty #3
The current QUAL system is flawed. I find it very hard to make a decision about the fact whether a student is PhD material based on 20-40 minute question session. Many of the times, the questions asked by faculty are not good questions. We make a big issue about coming up with "integrated questions", but that is very hard. I have rarely seen good integrated questions. Moreover, I have seen strong faculty biases in terms of asking the questions. If the faculty knows the student from class participation, research group meetings or other interaction modes, that affects in how they propose the questions (in terms of their tone or body language). For example, a faculty had a bad impression of a student from the class. Dispite of the student answering the question well, the faculty was not willing to give more than 0.25 score. I guess we are all humans and our biases come into the picture in making these judgements.  I have seen students whose Qual average was around -0.5 and they turned out to be very good PhD students. At the same time, I have seen students, whose Qual average was between 1.5 to 2.0, and I felt that they were not PhD material (and they left our program after staying for 3 years in our graduate program).

At the faculty meeting, when I vote on any student, the most important component for me is the fact whether he/she has a champion. If a student doesn't have a champion, even a +3 average won't admit him/her to the PhD program. If you are not able to impress any faculty member, the qual. score has little meaning.

I recommend that we use a system something along these lines:

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 adhoc 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.

Faculty #4
What I DISLIKE about the QUAL are (i) it is impossible to persuade students not to study information, rather than skim through topics and get a good night's sleep [exam seeks signs of insight & creativity, not knowledge as such], (ii) it is impossible to persuade faculty to respond to requests for, e.g., competences, or to get them to keep the exam period open, [in general, faculty keep on voting to retain these onerous tasks, but are not keen to face resulting obligations to make them work], (iii) some students [most, I think] are terrified of the relatively unfamiliar mode of oral exams [especially those for whom English is a new and unfamiliar language].  2.    

I would support any of the proposals voiced recently, to diminish, streamline, or abolish the QUAL.

Faculty #5
- I'll take the position that exams are a necc. evil and that in my experience the QUALs are the best vehicle we've invented to date for assessing students suitability for candidacy.  How's that!

- The only thing I dislike about the QUALs is that the faculty complains too much about it!  I actually don't mind the quals as they are.  They are not perfect but nothing is and I think they are head and shoulders better than anything else we've tried.`

May I politely suggest that we're getting off to a rather negative start here.  For example, although I'm sure many disagree (hence the need for this committee!), I actually *like* the QUALs!  There's lots that stinks about them but they have positive aspects that I really like and I tend to focus more on the positive aspects than the negative ones.  (Mainly because in my opinion this is the only exam structure we've ever had that had any positive aspects!)

So may I also suggest that we start by enumerating both the positive and negative aspects of the QUALs?  I claim that the issue is whether or not we can come up w/ something that in total decreases whatever percieved negatives there are w/o also decreasing the positives.  That is, we have to look at the "sum" of good and bad points.  Therefore, we have to also enumerate the pluses as well as the minues.

Just my $0.02...

Faculty #6
The main problems I see with the Qual are the scheduling, and the somewhat unreliable nature of the exam.  I am not opposed to the basic exam itself.  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.

Although it is right in saying that a major determinant in admission to the PhD program is faculty endorsement rather than the Qual outcome itself, I am not comfortable with endorsement by champion(s) as the only criterion.

Faculty #7

My only feedback is that the qual results seem to be pretty much pre-determined: all students with good grades pretty much pass, and (especially) all students with strong champions among the faculty pass. You can pretty much tell who the real Ph.D. students are before the exam ever takes place. Given this, I wonder if the qual is a good use of our time. And our students time too... I think the typical student spends several weeks studying for it. This claim that the qual is a content-free exam is, and always has been, hogwash. Any student who views it that way will likely do very badly.

On the other hand, if we changed the system so that admission to the Ph.D. program depended on (i) having a champion and (ii) getting good grades, then I think the threshold might seem quite subjective to the students. At least when a student does badly on the qual, he/she walks away pretty much knowing that they blew it and shouldn't be admitted.

Faculty #8
While I believe exams are practically necessary in an education system, I do not think our current QUAL serves as a meaningful mechanism as many of us would like to believe so.  The problems I perceive are the following: 

(1) Although we are supposed to ask questions that test for creativity not necessary knowledge, many questions I've heard solicit some form of memorization and often not creativity.  GOOD questions to test creativity are typically hard to come up.  In reality, the qual is more or less like an oral CCE and DWE.  And, this form of exam is what we have tried to avoid. 

(2) In fact, the amount of time students spent on QUAL this semester is turning QUAL into another CCE/DWE, which we so proudly have it replaced by IP!  Granted, studying is good for students.  But, students are also human beings.  Their time and energy is limited -- for all purpose a "zero-sum game".  If they're spending time on studying QUAL, you can count on something else is suffering.  Weeks after their QUAL, many students are still catching up with the course work and research.  Based on what I have seen this semester, many of their lives are literally "wrecked" by the QUAL during the semester it took place.  In couple cases, I may add that their academic progress is more hurt by this process in the long term.  For example, they are unable to submit a publication that establish a critical point in term of recognition of the originality of their research due to QUAL, while at the same time a new publication appears describing research along the same line of research.

(3) QUAL simply does not serve as a better filter.  There are many of my students who have taken quals over the years.  I'm not finding any "CONSISTENT" correlation between their ability to conduct research and their qual performance.  Most recently I'm seeing borderline Ph.D. candidates outperformed (on qual) excellent students who have proven research record.  I'd like to believe that I know who are excellent Ph.D. candidates and who are not, after spending months and sometimes years with them.  But, QUAL results from at most 3 hours of testing indicate random assessment and sometime contradict what I already know. 

On the other hand, I have found a positive correlation between the student's communication skill & personality and the QUAL results.  It makes me wonder if QUAL is a popularity contest, instead of academic exams.  Granted one may say that communication skills and a likable personality are essential for survival and doing well in the real world.  But, do we need to go through QUAL, which requires hours, and in several cases weeks, of both faculty and students' time, to figure this out?

I believe we need some form of filtering systems, but the current QUAL structure SIMPLY doesn't do its job, *GIVEN* the amount of time and efforts go in to make it happen.

(4) We are human.  So, we tend to form biases (most often from class performance and some from one-to-one research interaction) about a student *PRIOR* to the exam and factor it in assigning points about a student's QUAL performance.  I have found many faculty members, including myself, doing so.  Several are even honest enough to admit it openly in the discussion.  Majority of the students fall into the category of "borderline cases" (between +1 to -1 on average) that require some form of discussion.  If this is indeed the case, these biases easily swing the outcome of the exam and often dominate the results!  One cannot help but wonder how much *incremental* knowledge do we REALLY get from QUAL over the *combination* of faculty's daily interaction with the students AND their Caligaert scores.  

(5) Even if a student passes the qual, he or she may not be admitted to the Ph.D. program.  Have we NOT denied admission to the Ph.D.  program more than once too often to students, who either have no faculty champions or do not meet the minimum Calingaert score requirement?  If we honestly believe that the QUAL system is so good, would we have so very often overwrite the QUAL results? Practically majority of the qual results, since most of them are borderline cases between -1 and +1 on average, are "inconclusive".  In fact, most of us, refuse to "judge" a student after we just spend 3-faculty man hours examing each student together.   Those *superstar* performers on QUAL are practically already known to the faculty, who have worked with them or taught them.  Their Caligaert scores often indicate so as well.  The failing performers are also already recognized in advance by the faculty members who have known the students and indicated by their Caligaert scores.

My proposal to improve quals are targeting at addressing the issues I just outlined above:

(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.

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.  

Faculty #10

I don't necessarily want to be on this committee but here are my suggestions:

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.

Faculty #11
Let me start off with an extreme hypothesis, which I'd like to welcome all to challenge and disprove, and which essentially states that the QUAL is a completely bogus requirement that is not helping us at all in determining a student's candidacy into the PhD program.

HYPOTHESIS: For every student whose candidacy we have discussed recently, the eventual decision by the faculty has never been at variance with the recommendation of the advisor/champion.

If this hypothesis were true -- which I strongly suspect is the case -- then there is no value in continuing to have this exam, at least as far as deciding candidacy into the PhD program is concerned.  (There are other benefits of the QUAL, primary social, which I will return to later.)

===============

Let me now present my opinion in detail about what all is bad about the QUAL, and then mention the good things about the QUAL, and finally present a strawman proposal.
WHAT'S WRONG WITH THE QUAL:

1. As mentioned at the above, I don't think the QUAL result really has any weight in the final decision by the faculty on a student's candidacy.  Clearly, we do consider the QUAL result, and often agonize over how to interpret the scores, but my belief is that whenever the QUAL result differs from the advisor/champion's opinion, the QUAL has never prevailed.  Therefore, getting rid of it will not change the overall result of a student's candidacy.
2. All of the examiners (=us) have our biases, from past experience with the student, and we frequently carry them into the exam and into the discussion of candidacy.  Whenever there is a possibility that the performance on the QUAL may be in discord with what the faculty believes to be the student's true potential, it is more likely that the QUAL result has to yield to our biases, than the other way around.  Perhaps "bias" is too strong a word; please read it as "the totality of our experience with and perception of" the student in question.
3. It is a scheduling nightmare.
4. The idealistic goal of the students not being required to cram for the exam, and the faculty coming up with novel integrative questions is not being met to a large extent.  As a result, the QUAL is not currently measuring what it was supposed to measure:  aptitude for research.
5. Passing judgment on a student's aptitude after questioning him/her for 45 minutes is fraught with much too much noise and error, thereby making it quite unfair to the student.
6. In my opinion, every exam, besides measuring something, ideally should serve a second purpose: making the student learn.  Good homework assignments, and midterm and finals are not only exams, but

additional learning opportunities for a student.  Our current QUAL is singularly deficient in this regard -- if the student fails, he/she learns nothing from this exam about how to learn to think creatively.  (The IP requirement, in contrast, is an exam that makes a student learn.)  

7.  There is an issue as to how big a role a student's oral skills play in this exam.  I have been on exams of some international students whose scores were really hurt by their inadequate verbal skills.  One could argue that verbal skills are important in a post-PhD career, but I feel penalizing someone for poor orals skills so early on in the program is unfair.  Most students pick up these skills within the first 3-5 years in the US.

===============

WHAT'S *NOT* WRONG WITH THE QUAL:

8.  Some people have mentioned that the QUAL is bad because it makes students concentrate on this exam for a whole month or so, and that takes critical cycles away from research.  I somewhat disagree with this position.  A PhD is supposed to have several components, and research, while being the most important, is only one of them.  If a certain exam helps us train or evaluate the students better, then by

all means it is worth having that exam.  A time commitment of 1 or 2 months out of 5 years is not too bad.

8a.  However, if the exam is bogus (see 1 above), then clearly even a month spent on it is a month wasted.

WHAT'S RIGHT ABOUT THE QUAL:

9.  An argument has been advanced that the QUAL gives the faculty a chance to get to know the students a lot better (and perhaps vice versa?).  I generally agree, but also offer a counter-opinion.

9a. Do you really believe that interaction with students is best done in this adversarial manner?  Why not have more pizza socials?

9b. Even if the point is to get to know the students better *academically*, I think we can still come up with other creative ways to accomplish that (see proposal below).  We do not need to expend 360 man-hours every Fall semester just to get to know the students.

===============

WHAT CAN BE DONE?

First of all, I really think that any attempt to change the present system cannot focus exclusively on the QUAL.  We *must* be looking at the totality of PhD requirements, and try to ensure that our PhD products are calibrated on each of the following aspects: aptitude, breadth, depth, writing skills, and oral skills.

I believe that, while we consider revising/repealing the QUAL, we should take up this opportunity to also consider the other program requirements, such as the breadth/course requirement (core), and the IP requirement, and see if they could be further enhanced.

Specifically, I am proposing scrapping the QUAL exam in favor of

enhanced breadth/course requirement, and an enhanced IP requirement.

A STRAWMAN PROPOSAL:

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.

Faculty #12

I'm conflicted about the qual.

+ we get to see them in action

+ it is another (sometimes) valuable piece of info in the decision process

- it is a lot of work for us and them

- they are scared by it (but they're going to be scared by the PhD oral worse!)

+ it is too easy to let people slide year after year without some hard decision point. you could argue that we don't need this data but we need to make this decision.

