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Hi,
 
I’m writing with some information about the BME PhD Qualifying Exam. All BME PhD students who

are currently in their 2nd year of our PhD training program should have been planning to take their
BME PhD Qualifying Exam this spring/summer. However, because of COVID19, you will have the
option to take your exam remotely or postpone your exam until it is possible to meet in person. You
should make this decision in consultation with your advisor, and then let me and Kim know your
preference.
 
If you chose to take your exam remotely, we have adjusted the rules for sharing information during
your exam with your committee, and these are described in the attached (new) “PhD Qualifying
Exam Form”. For example, in lieu of a “whiteboard”, which you’d normally use to write up your
answers during your oral exam, you will be able to share Powerpoint slides, hand-written
derivations, hand-written or typed outlines, bullets, schematics, notes, etc. (i.e., we will just make it
work on Zoom, like we’re making everything else work on Zoom right now! :)
 
Also, we are asking all PhD Exam Committee Chairs to please use the attached form to compile
the student’s questions.
 
I’m also attaching some helpful information for faculty who will be participating on exam
committees and a general timeline for the exam preparations.
 
Please let me know if you have any questions.
Thanks,
-Shayn
 
 
Shayn Peirce-Cottler, Ph.D.
Professor of Biomedical Engineering
Graduate Program Director
Pinn Scholar, School of Medicine
The University of Virginia
PO Box 800759, Health System
Charlottesville, VA 22908

email: shayn@virginia.edu
phone: (434) 243-5795
website: www.peircecottlerlab.com
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Student Name: _______________________ Advisor: _________________________ Scheduled Exam Date: ___________   


 Biomedical Engineering Scheduled Exam Time: ___________
Ph.D. Qualifying Exam 


This exam is bound by the honor code. You may not share your questions with anyone, either before or after the exam. You 
may research questions using any reference materials, but you may not consult any person except your committee 
chairperson, or someone they designate. If you have any questions, you should first direct them to your committee chair 
and he/she may refer you to other committee members for question clarification only. You may choose to distribute hand-
outs to the Examining Committee outlining your answers at the beginning of the exam, but you may not hand out extensive 
background literature, appendices, or additional materials such as derivations, etc. It is, of course, acceptable to take the 
exam with no reference papers or hand-outs. In this time of the COVID19 pandemic, you ARE ALLOWED to use 
Powerpoint slides and/or scanned copies of hand written or typed equations and/or derivations, flow charts, 
bullets, outlines, notes, etc., to convey your answers, and you may also use any other technology or software to 
communicate your answers remotely with your Exam Committee. Please do not hesitate to contact your chairperson if 
you have any questions regarding Qualifying Exam format or protocol. 


EXAMINATION COMMITTEE COMPOSITION:


Committee Chair (required):     ______________________________ Department: ____________________________ 


PhD Advisor (required):  ______________________________ Department: ____________________________ 


Committee Member (required):  ______________________________ Department: ____________________________ 


Committee Member (optional):  ______________________________ Department: ____________________________ 


Committee Member (optional):  ______________________________ Department: ____________________________


EXAM QUESTIONS:
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If your student is planning to take the PhD Qualifying Exam


• In January or February of their second year, have a conversation with your student about which 
faculty he/she should invite to serve on their Qualifying Exam Committee (see slide #11 for 
committee composition requirements). 


• You should decide who to invite to Chair the committee. By default, you, the PhD advisor, is a 
member of the Qualifying Exam Committee, but you cannot be the Chair of the committee.


• After you and your student agree on the committee composition and Chair, your student should 
send emails to each committee member (individually) to invite them to join the committee. 


• After the committee members agree to serve, the student should arrange 2 meetings that can 
be attended by all committee members:
• A “Pre-Quals Meeting” (45 min. long), which should be scheduled at least one month prior 


to the Oral Qualifying Exam – typically scheduled for April
• Oral Qualifying Examination (3 hrs. long) – typically scheduled for May or June







• At the “Pre-Quals Meeting” (45 min. long):


• The purpose of this meeting is for the Committee to get to know your student, their research 


interests, and coursework so that they can formulate the three exam questions. 


• Your student should deliver a 10-min. presentation that summarizes their research in your lab to date 
and lists the graduate-level coursework he/she has completed at UVA. It is ok and expected that the 


committee will ask questions during and after the student’s presentation, but since the goal of this 
meeting is to formulate the questions for the student, the committee should be mindful of the time. 
It is also ok for you to chime in when a student is asked a question, after he/she has a chance to 


respond.


• After the student presents, he/she should be asked to leave the room.


• The committee should spend the remainder of the time composing the questions for the student 
(see slide #12 for the requirements of the questions). You, the advisor, should participate in making 
the questions for your student. It is unlikely that the questions will be completely formulated by the 


end of this meeting, so you are likely to be assigned “homework” to finish your assigned question, 
and you will need to provide the Committee Chair with your question by the deadline they give you.


If your student is planning to take the PhD Qualifying Exam







• At the “Oral Qualifying Exam” (3 hrs. long):
• Your student will have been working on preparing their answers to the three questions for the past seven days. (It is 


up to you, their advisor, to decide if they get that week “off” from lab work, or if you expect them to continue their 
research during this week of exam question preparation. Whatever you decide, let the student know your 
expectations in this regard.)


• Before the examination commences, the Committee Chair might ask the student to leave the room so that the 
Committee can discuss the student with you in private to see if you have any concerns about the student or the 
exam. If you would like to request a private conversation with the Committee before the examination starts, you may.


• During the examination, you are welcome to ask questions, clarify questions, provide hints, etc., but it is critical that 
you don’t overstep your bounds and answer the questions for the student. There are likely to be numerous occasions 
when you feel compelled to either offer help or scold your student. Exercise restraint and bite your tongue as best 
you can. It is a disservice to the student and to the examination when the advisor is too vocal.


• After the student answers the three questions, you should tell the student to leave the room, and you should 
contribute to the committee’s discussion about what the student did well, not so well, and whether or not he/she 
should pass the exam (see Slide #13 for possible Exam outcomes)


• After the exam ends, regardless of the outcome, it is helpful for you to have a private conversation with your student 
to discuss what aspects of the exam went well and what aspects didn’t go as well. 


• If you have any questions or concerns about how the exam went, please share them with the Graduate Program 
Director ASAP.


If your student is planning to take the PhD Qualifying Exam







If you are the Chair of the PhD Qualifying Exam
• At the “Pre-Quals Meeting” (45 min. long):


• There is no paperwork for you to bring to this meeting, but you are in charge of running the meeting. 


• Make sure everyone in the room knows one another. If they don’t, have everyone do brief intros.


• The purpose of this meeting is for the Committee to get to know the student, their research interests, and 
coursework so that the committee can formulate the three exam questions.


• The student should deliver a 10-min. presentation that summarizes their research to date and lists the graduate-
level coursework he/she has completed at UVA. It is ok and expected that the committee will ask questions during 
and after the student’s presentation, but since the goal of this meeting is to formulate the questions for the 
student, the committee should be mindful of the time and it is your job to remind them about the goal of the 
meeting and move things along.


• After the student presents, you should ask him/her to leave the room.


• The committee should spend the remainder of the time composing the questions for the student (see slide #12 for 
the requirements of the questions). It is unlikely that the questions will be completely formulated by the end of this 
meeting, so you will likely need to assign “homework” to the committee in order to finish the questions. 


• The other committee members should send their questions to you, and it is your job to compile them and send 
them to the Graduate Program Director at least 2 weeks prior to the Oral Examination date. Cc the committee so 
they can see the final version of the exam.


• After the questions are approved by the Graduate Program Director, it is your job to provide them to the student 
exactly 7 days prior to the Oral Qualifying Exam. 







• Week leading up to the “Oral Qualifying Exam”:


• It is your job to provide the approved questions to the student (and cc the Graduate Program Coordinator) 
exactly 7 days prior to the Oral Qualifying Exam. 


• During the week leading up to the Oral Qualifying Exam, the student is allowed to contact you with any 
questions he/she has about their exam. You may refer him/her to other members of the Exam Committee, as 
needed. 


If you are the Chair of the PhD Qualifying Exam (cont.)







If you are the Chair of the PhD Qualifying Exam (cont.)
• At the “Oral Qualifying Exam” (3 hrs. long):


• It is your job to get the paperwork (brown folder) for the exam from the Graduate Program Coordinator and bring 
it to the Oral Exam. 


• Before the examination commences, you may ask the student to leave the room so that the Committee can 
discuss the student with their Advisor in private to see if they have any concerns about the student or the exam.


• During the examination, you are welcome to ask questions, clarify questions, provide hints, etc., but it is critical 
that you don’t overstep your bounds and answer the questions for the student. If you feel that the student’s 
advisor is answering too many questions for the student, you should gently remind the advisor that it is important 
to hear the student’s answers to the questions. 


• It is your job to make sure the exam moves at a steady pace, which means the answer to each question should be 
delivered in approximately 40 min. time so that there is time at the end of the exam for the Committee to discuss 
the student’s performance in their absence. 


• After the student answers the three questions, you should tell the student to leave the room, and you should lead 
the committee’s discussion about what the student did well, not so well, and whether or not he/she should pass 
the exam (see Slide #13 for possible Exam outcomes).


• After the committee makes their decision, you should call the student back into the room and notify them of the 
outcome and provide justification. You should invite the other committee members to contribute to this feedback.


• If you have any questions or concerns about how the exam went, please share them with the Graduate Program 
Director ASAP.







If you are on the PhD Qualifying Exam (but not the advisor or chair)


• At the “Pre-Quals Meeting” (45 min. long):
• The purpose of this meeting is for the Committee to get to know the student, their research interests, and 


coursework so that the committee can formulate the three exam questions.
• The student should deliver a 10-min. presentation that summarizes their research to date and lists the graduate-


level coursework he/she has completed at UVA. It is ok and expected that the committee will ask questions during 
and after the student’s presentation, but since the goal of this meeting is to formulate the questions for the 
student, the committee should be mindful of the time.


• After the student presents, you should ask him/her to leave the room.
• The committee should spend the remainder of the time composing the questions for the student (see slide #12 for 


the requirements of the questions). It is unlikely that the questions will be completely formulated by the end of this 
meeting, so the Chair will likely need to assign “homework” to the committee in order to finish the questions. 


• If you were assigned a question to draft, email it to the chair by the deadline they give you.







• At the “Oral Qualifying Exam” (3 hrs. long):
• Before the examination commences, the Chair may ask the student to leave the room so that the Committee can 


discuss the student with their Advisor in private to see if they have any concerns about the student or the exam.
• During the examination, you are welcome to ask questions, clarify questions, provide hints, etc., but it is critical 


that you don’t overstep your bounds and answer the questions for the student. 
• After the student answers the three questions, you should tell the student to leave the room, and you should 


participate in the committee’s discussion about what the student did well, not so well, and whether or not he/she 
should pass the exam (see Slide #13 for possible Exam outcomes).


• After the committee makes their decision, the Chair will call the student back into the room and notify them of 
the outcome and provide justification. You should contribute to this feedback, as you see fit.


• If you have any questions or concerns about how the exam went, please share them with the Graduate Program 
Director ASAP.


If you are on the PhD Qualifying Exam (but not the advisor or chair)







FORMATION OF THE BME PhD QUALIFYING EXAM COMMITTEE:
• The PhD Qualifying Exam will be administered by the student’s Qualifying Exam Committee. At least three (3) members of 


the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee must be present for the PhD Qualifying Examination, but more than three members is 
allowable.


• The formation of the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee should start with a conversation between the student and his/her 
advisor. The decision of who to invite to join the student’s PhD Qualifying Examination Committee should be a joint decision 
made by the advisor and student together, and requires the approval of the PhD advisor and the BME Graduate Program 
Director. 


• At least two of the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee members must be primary BME faculty.


• The Chair of the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee must be a primary BME faculty member who is not the PhD advisor.


• If the student’s PhD advisor is BME primary faculty, he/she can serve as one of the BME faculty members on the PhD 
Qualifying Exam Committee.


• If the PhD advisor is not primary BME faculty, the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee still needs to have at least two primary 
BME faculty on it.


• All members of the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee can be primary BME faculty.


• All members of the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee must have a PhD and/or MD. 


• The composition of the “Doctoral Advisory Committee”, which is the committee that is formed after the student passes 
his/her PhD Qualifying Exam (by the PhD advisor and the student as jointly made decision and with the approval of the PhD 
advisor and the BME Graduate Program Director), can differ from the composition of the PhD Qualifying Exam Committee. 







REQUIREMENTS FOR THE 3 QUESTIONS FOR THE PhD 
QUALIFYING EXAM:
• The Qualifying Exam Committee will formulate three questions for the students. The 


questions should:
1) assess the ability to integrate a body of advanced knowledge in biomedical engineering,
2) include experimental design and hypothesis testing, including statistical analysis, and 
3) have a design and/or a quantitative analysis component.


• Typically, each of these points is addressed in its own question, but that doesn’t have to 
be the case as long as all points are covered by the questions. 


• All three committee members, including the PhD Advisor, should share in the duty of 
crafting these questions.


• The Committee Chair is responsible for compiling the questions and sending them to the 
Graduate Program Director for approval at least two weeks prior to the date of the 
scheduled oral examination.







POSSIBLE OUTCOMES FROM THE PhD QUALIFYING EXAM:


• There are many possible outcomes of a Qualifying Exam, including:
ØPass
ØConditional Pass (this can include requiring the student to re-do one or more 


questions—in writing and/or orally)
ØFail


• The outcome is decided by the committee members who, at the end of the exam, should 
instruct the student to leave the room and then discuss the student’s performance in 
their absence. This discussion should be led by the Committee Chair, and all committee 
members should reach agreement about the outcome and inform the student 
accordingly.


• At the discretion of the Qualifying Exam Committee, a student may be allowed at most 
two attempts to pass the Qualifying Exam.







Student prepares answers to questions


Day of ExamStudent
gets his/her questions


from his/her Exam 
Committee Chair


1 week (required)


Committee Chair 
provides questions to 
Grad Program Dir. for 


approval (or BME Dept. 
Ombudsman if the Grad 


Program Dir. is on the
committee)


1 week (required)2 weeks (recommended)
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starts preparing exam 
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Committee prepares questions


The entire process takes about a month after everything gets scheduled!


BME Qualifying Exam Timeline:
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