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Doctoral Candidacy Examination 
 
Purpose and Intent 
The assessment purpose of the Doctoral Candidacy Exam, otherwise known as the 
Preliminary or Comprehensive Exam, is two-fold.  First, the intent of the exam is to assess 
the current status of the student with regard to the student’s knowledge base in biomedical 
sciences and the student’s current abilities to conduct research, including the abilities to 
formulate hypotheses, design careful experiments, interpret data, generate accurate 
conclusions, and effectively communicate, orally and in writing, the research project.  
Secondly, the purpose of the exam is to assess to student’s potential to successfully 
complete the requirements for the doctoral degree.  Considerations in this assessment 
include, but are not limited to, the student’s potential to complete a significant body of 
research, the student’s potential to effectively defend the doctoral thesis, and the potential 
for the student to have a successful career in the biomedical sciences. 
 
It must be emphasized that the Doctoral Candidacy Exam has several additional and 
important purposes.  The Doctoral Candidacy Exam provides a unique opportunity for 
professional development.  The exam provides an opportunity for the student to generate a 
cohesive, thoughtful, and significant research plan.  The ability to do so is critical to the 
professional development of the student during doctoral training as well as in the student’s 
future career.  The student’s obligation is to take this opportunity to develop, to the best of 
the student’s ability, the research plan and its presentation in a professional manner, meeting 
the Research Committee’s expectations of standards of knowledge, research abilities, and 
career potential.  It is the responsibility of the Research Committee to ensure that all aspects 
of the Doctoral Candidacy Exam are conducted professionally and in the immediate and 
future interests of the student.  It is the responsibility of the Research Committee to provide 
an outstanding example of professionalism in its interaction with the student, in its 
assessments of the student’s academic abilities and potential for success in a biomedical 
career.  The Research Committee has the obligation to use the Doctoral Candidacy Exam as 
an opportunity not only for student assessment, but for education, council, and professional 
development of the student. 

 
Timing of the Doctoral Candidacy Exam 

 
Regular Students 
Regular doctoral students will take the exam in the fall of the year following their entry 
into the mentor’s laboratory. 
 
Combined Degree Students 
Combined Degree students will take the exam as quickly as possible upon entering the 
mentor’s laboratory, taking into consideration any advanced courses they may take and 
generation of preliminary data for development of their research proposal for the exam. 
 
Faculty Doctoral Students 
The Faculty Doctoral Program Student will take a candidacy examination no later than 
two years from the time of entry into the mentor’s laboratory. 
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Description of the Exam 

 
Written Research Proposal 
The student will formulate a research project and write a grant proposal.  The proposal 
will be formatted by the current standards of an NIH R01 application.  Please consult 
www.nih.gov for current format requirements of the R01 application.  The topic of the 
research proposal may be directed in one of two manners. 
 

A. The research project of the proposal can be based directly on the student’s 
research.  The student may use preliminary data generated for the doctoral thesis.  It 
is important to note that the student’s research plan should be independently 
generated by the student, with consultation, advice, and guidance from the mentor.  
The written research proposal must be the product of the student.  The intent of this 
plan is to facilitate generation and submission of an NRSA proposal for student 
research support. 
 
B. In consultation with the mentor and approval by the Research Committee, a 
student may propose a research project that is closely aligned with the student’s own 
doctoral research plan, but is not identical.  The intent of this approach is to provide 
a student with the experience and ability to formulate new, independent hypotheses 
and generate new lines of research investigation with supporting background, 
significance, rationale, and justification.  Emphasis is placed on the mentor and 
Research Committee to ensure that the proposed research topic is appropriate to the 
immediate and long-term training and goals of the student. 

 
 Regardless of the approach taken, the student will prepare an overall research aim with 
specific aims.  This is analogous to the Specific Aims section of the R01 application.  
The document will be presented to the Research Committee for approval and 
suggestions for improvement. 
 
The mentor and Research Committee should be actively involved in the development of 
the student’s research proposal by providing appropriate mentorship for professional 
development. 

 
Oral Examination 
The second part of the Doctoral Candidacy Exam is the oral examination.  This portion 
of the exam is based on the written research proposal and core and advanced courses 
taken by the student in their graduate education. 
 
The Dean of the Graduate School will be notified of the scheduling of the oral exam. 

 
Completion of the Exam 
Upon completion of the exam, the “Report of Doctoral Candidacy Examination” form must 
be completed and submitted by the Research Committee to the Dean. 
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Advancement to Candidacy 
Upon the recommendation of the Research Committee to the Dean of the School of 
Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies, and with approval of the Dean, the student will 
advance to the status of “Candidate for Doctoral Degree”. 
 
Deferral of Advancement to Candidacy 
The Research Committee may recommend deferral of advancement to candidacy.  If this 
is the recommendation, the Research Committee must provide in writing the reasons for 
deferral and the explicit means to remediate the deficiencies.  Copies of this letter must 
be forwarded to the student, the student’s mentor, the Department Chair, the Department 
Graduate Oversight Committee, and the Dean of the Graduate School. 
 
If the initial oral examination was not satisfactorily completed, the second oral exam 
must be completed within 4 months of the first oral exam.  The date of the second exam 
must be communicated to the Dean. 
 
Upon completion of the second oral exam (if necessary), the Research Committee must 
complete and submit the “Report of Doctoral Candidacy Examination” form to the 
Dean.  Upon the recommendation of the Research Committee to the Dean of the School 
of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies, and with approval of the Dean, the student will 
advance to the status of “Candidate for Doctoral Degree”. 
 
Failure of the Doctoral Candidacy Exam 
If the student fails the second oral exam, the student is given the option to earn a Master 
Degree.  This terminal degree must be research-based. 
 
To fulfill the research requirements for a Master Degree by a student who has not 
advanced to doctoral candidacy, the student must submit a manuscript to a peer-
reviewed journal.  The student’s research may comprise the entire manuscript or be a 
significant contribution to a broader study submitted for publication.  Evidence of 
submission of the manuscript with the student’s authorship or co-authorship must be 
provided to the Dean. 
 


