Expectations for Thesis Qualifiers:
Committee, Proposal, Evaluation, and What Comes Next

The purpose of the thesis qualifier is to establish that you have a plan to complete a successful
thesis. Your proposal and presentation are an exercise in project management, which means
that you establish goals and milestones within a timeline, for you and your advisor and
supervisory committee to return to, and modify as necessary, as your thesis evolves.

Note: Any details in these guidelines, like the length of the thesis proposal, composition of the
committee, deadlines, etc., are not official. Check the Graduate Program website for the official
requirements as you approach your qualifier.

Thesis requirements and expectations

Ultimately, to qualify for a Ph.D. you will need to make a significant, individual contribution to
your chosen field of study, and your dissertation and thesis defence are your evidence that you
have done so. ltis typical for a thesis to produce several research papers, for which you're
either first author or a major contributor. (However some research topics, usually instrumental
ones, make this difficult.) It is not mandatory that each thesis chapter be published or even
submitted prior to thesis submission. However, publishing your work as you go along is highly
advantageous, both for your career and for the task of polishing your work and compiling it into
a dissertation. And, input from external referees is extremely valuable.

If you wish to compete for prize postdocs, you'll want to make a splash -- usually with several
impressive first-author papers, and definitely with several strong recommendation letters that
explain your individual contributions and accomplishments (those that are yours, and not
attributable to your advisor or collaborators). Of course these elements will advance any
career, but they are especially important in academia.

Initial supervisory committee meeting

Well in advance of the thesis qualifier you and your advisor should invite a couple professors
onto your thesis qualifier committee and hold at least one meeting to share a draft of your thesis
proposal and to vet your plans before you go into the exam. Accordingly, the meeting should be
early enough that you have time to incorporate critiques and suggestions. In that meeting you
should also identify another professor (external to the thesis committee) to be on the thesis
qualifier committee.


http://www.astro.utoronto.ca/academics/graduate-studies/current/program/

Thesis proposal

Share this with the examination committee at least four days in advance of the exam.

The thesis proposal is your plan of research. It's your way to demonstrate that you understand
the motivation for your project and can summarize it succinctly, that you know what others have
done and are doing in the field, and can break your overall plan into smaller components that
can be accomplished separately -- and which can lead to publications and thesis chapters.

It is natural for the thesis plan to evolve as you get going, hit difficulties, and identify new goals.
You don't need to anticipate all of this for the thesis qualifier: instead, just plan out a reasonable
project as you understand it now, and make some backup plans for things that might go awry.

An acceptable thesis proposal should be 10-20 pages, be succinct and well-written in plain
English, and should contain:

e an abstract, including a succinct statement of the topic to be addressed, which may take
the form of a hypothesis, a thesis statement, or an “elevator pitch', for instance. (If you
propose work on more than one topic, there should be a statement for each.)

e areview of the current state of the field, including any important references, that
explains why it is of interest and highlights a gap in current understanding that you will
address.

e a plan of study, broken into individual sub-projects which can ideally be accomplished
independently and lead to separate publications and thesis chapters.

e a realistic and thoughtful assessment of what will actually happen, including what
groundwork you may need to do for the plan (observing proposals? software? analytical
or coding skills?), what may go wrong, and ideally some backup plan in case it does.

e atimeline, usually in both written and graphical form (Gantt chart). This must include
(working backward from the end):

o Your planned defence date, and the thesis submission date required to defend
on time;

o Time prior to thesis submission to compile your work into a dissertation, which
usually includes writing introduction and conclusion chapters (assuming the work
has been published along the way.)

o The timing of postdoctoral applications (October) or other job applications in your
penultimate year;

o The sequence of projects, including their expected start and end dates as well
as a couple important milestones (e.g., dates for the completion of observations,
data reduction, analysis, writeup, or paper submission -- but don't invent details
you can't possibly predict.)

e references, sufficient to demonstrate that you've researched the field and understand the
state of the art.



Your proposal should be very clear. For instance, any graphics and figures should follow best
practices, with easily-understood labels and visual representations of data. For more on these
aspects of presentation, you may wish to seek advice within AST 1501, informally, in
workshops, or from other students.

Of course, the most successful proposals will convey what is exciting and interesting about the
work you plan to do.

Thesis qualifying exam

You convene the exam committee and then leave the room (or video call) briefly so the
professors can confer about things like who will be the exam chair (a prof who runs the exam,
makes sure you're being treated fairly by the committee members, and drafts the committee
report).

You make a 20-25 minute presentation of your proposal, typically with slides, summarizing all of
its important elements: most significantly, the motivation, sequence of projects, and timeline.

The examiners then take turns asking questions to ensure that you understand the motivation
and the plan, and have truly thought through each foreseeable aspect of the project. These
elements form the basis for the evaluation.

Examination rubric:

Your proposal and presentation clearly express the elements described above.
You understand the field.
You have a reasonable, thoughtful, achievable, and well-motivated plan for your future
work
e The plan realistically brings you to the end of your graduate studies on time and in a
strong position to apply for the next stage of your career.
e Without excessive help from your advisor, you can describe and answer questions about
your plan.
In evaluations, an understanding of the underlying motivations (such as the logic and the
physics of the problem) and a knowledge of the background literature are weighted most, with
less weight on details of technical issues and even less on the 5yr plan and Gantt chart.

Typically the committee will judge a reasonably well-motivated and planned proposal to be
acceptable. If the thesis qualifying exam is not successful, it means one or more of these
elements is seriously lacking. This might happen if the student can’t indepently express the
motivation and state of the field, can’t identify a solvable problem, doesn’t have a clear plan of



study, etc. Successful or not, the thesis qualifying committee will provide a summary of the
exam highlighting any issues to consider going forward. If a retake is necessary, you have
ample opportunity to prepare further, adjust your plans, and retake (usually by January 31 of
your third year). If an extension of the ordinary program timeline is necessary, please bring this
up with the Graduate Coordinator. Our goal is to ensure your successful transition into
productive thesis work.

After passing the exam

Full steam ahead!

You will need to reconvene your supervisory committee at least twice a year (October & April),
but you can meet more frequently if that would be helpful. The Oct & April meetings generate
grades, which you need to maintain academic standing in the Department; see the Program

page.

In those meetings you should briefly remind the Committee of the motivation and structure of
your thesis and describe your progress since last time.

Be sure to:

- make reference to the original timeline and any revisions you've made with the consent of
your advisor and supervisory committee.

- acknowledge the committee's advice from your previous meeting and how you've responded
since that meeting

- explain which of your goals you can realistically achieve in the remaining time, making clear
reference to the dates for job applications and thesis submission.

- discuss any needed adjustments to the overall plan before adopting a revised plan.



