Written Preliminary Examination Guidelines

The written exam must include one of the following two options: (A) a grant proposal or (B) a take-home
examination. Regardless of the format, the work must be completed specifically for the preliminary
examination. Therefore, previous publications, papers written to fulfill course assignments, or other
assignments may not be used for the preliminary examination. If necessary, previous publications may
be referenced. The committee should take into consideration the student’s time commitments and
responsibilities when determining the time allowed to complete the written examination. If the student,
advisor, or any committee member feels that the guidelines are not being followed, they should
immediately contact the Graduate Program Manager, Department Chair, and the Director of Graduate

Studies.

A. Grant Proposal

Required Content:

The proposal should reflect either the USDA NIFA Predoctoral Fellowship Program or the NIH
Predoctoral Fellowship Program.

Topic of the proposal should be approved in a committee meeting prior to the examination.
Graduate School workshops in grant writing are highly recommended.

Preliminary data are not necessary for the exam; if available, the student may use
preliminary data to generate the hypothesis of the proposed project.

Everything in the written portion of the preliminary proposal should be in the student’s own
words. For example, if a student collaborated on a grant proposal with their advisor (or
other faculty) and plan to use content from that proposal for the written exam, any
overlapping background or methodology must be rewritten.

The format and content of the written proposal should conform to the chosen proposal’s
format requirements (either USDA or NIH). Student’s proposal must include a project
narrative and reference list. The committee may require additional sections.

Process:

The student’s advisor must work with the student’s committee to determine the topic for
the proposal. The student’s advisor is responsible for communicating the topic to the
student at least 8 weeks prior to the oral examination date.

The student provides the proposal to the committee at least four weeks prior to the oral
examination.

The committee has ten days to review the proposal and ask follow-up questions. A minimum
of 4 and a maximum of 5 committee members must ask follow-up questions.

The student has 10 days to respond to the follow up questions using up to 2 pages per
commitee member. The student will send the responses to their advisor who will upload
them to the box folder.

If a committee member has reservations about the submitted proposal that are serious enough to
make voting to “pass” unlikely, that member should notify the student and the student’s advisor of
the concerns immediately. In such cases, the student’s advisor, after consultation with the other
committee members, may delay the oral examination to allow time for corrective actions.
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The preliminary exam evaluation form (feedback from the committee on the overall student’s
performance on the preliminary exam) is expected to be provided to the student within two weeks
of the conclusion of the oral examination.

B. Take-Home Examination

Required Content:

Students will answer questions from each committee member. A minimum of 4 and a
maximum of 5 committee members have to ask questions.

Answers to the questions should not exceed 8 pages per committee member, single spaced,
using 12 pt. font with 1-inch margins (excluding references).

Students will have up to 48 hours per each committee member set of questions with at least
24 hours break between two consecutive sets of questions.

The questions are not to be disclosed in advance of the examination.

Committee members may provide the student with references or reading suggestions to
read in preparation for the preliminary examination.

The written exam should be completed at least 5-7 days before the oral examination.
Everything in the written portion of the student’s preliminary examination should be in their
own words.

Process:

The advisor together with the student will outline the timeline of the exam, i.e., when the
student will receive questions from each committee member and when the responses are
due to the advisor. This schedule should be prepared at least 4 weeks before the oral
examination.

The student’s advisor is responsible for creating a box folder where the committee members
can submit their questions so that the entire committee can review the questions for
overlap, quality, appropriateness, and scope.

Once the questions are agreed upon, the student’s advisor will send them to the student at
the scheduled time.

The student’s advisor will upload the answers to the box folder for the committee to review
them, as received from the student.

If a committee member has reservations about the answers to the written examination questions
that are serious enough to make voting to “pass” unlikely, that member should notify the student
and the advisor of the concerns immediately. In such cases, the advisor, after consultation with the
other committee members, may delay the oral examination up to 4 weeks to allow time for
corrective actions.

The preliminary exam evaluation form (feedback from the committee on the overall student’s
performance on the preliminary exam) is expected to be provided to the student within two weeks
of the conclusion of the oral examination.
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