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The Cornell University Biological and Biomedical Sciences (BBS) 
Graduate Program is an interdisciplinary umbrella program consisting 
of outstanding graduate students conducting state-of-the-art basic, 
clinical and translational life sciences research, alongside their world-
renowned faculty mentors and other research professionals. Housed in 
the heart of biomedical research at the Cornell-Ithaca campus in the 
College of Veterinary Medicine, the BBS program takes advantage of 
outstanding research facilities, the vibrant Cornell undergraduate 
campus and strong links to the Weill Cornell Medical College campus in 
New York City. The BBS Program fosters a nurturing, student-centered 
community of scholars that is accessible, engaging and committed to 
ensuring that our graduate students reach their full potential in 
research, teaching and professional development. 
 

Office of Graduate Education Contacts 
www.vet.cornell.edu/bbs 
Arla Hourigan, Graduate Education Manager 
aj96@cornell.edu, 607-253-4448 
 
Cindy Grey, Graduate Education Coordinator 
cmk26@cornell.edu, 607-253-3276 
 

 

 

 

mailto:aj96@cornell.edu
mailto:cmk26@cornell.edu
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Graduate Education at Cornell 

At Cornell, graduate education is based on the concepts of 
flexibility, independence and the interdisciplinary nature of 
learning. It is our hope that these guidelines will clearly explain 
the process of getting a PhD in Biological and Biomedical Sciences 
(BBS) and provide you with a resource that will allow you to 
spend more time concentrating on your research and academic 
pursuits. 

The Graduate School is a separate academic unit within the 
university.  Its membership consists of faculty from various 
departments/units who are interested in the same general research 
topic (or Graduate Field).  Graduate Fields are defined as 
voluntary groupings of faculty focused on one general research 
topic and Field membership spans Departments and Colleges.  

Since faculty members are, more often than not, interested in 
numerous areas of research, and since most research areas 
overlap, faculty members are typically members of a number of 
different "Fields."  Conversely, faculty members within the fields 
typically come from a number of different departments and 
colleges on the Ithaca campus.  

Within Graduate Fields are concentrations; these represent more 
specific areas of research within the general field.  (some fields do 
not have more than one concentration.)  Upon becoming members 
of the Graduate Faculty, a faculty person chooses which 
concentrations most closely fit his or her research; these 
concentrations become the major or minor that is represented on a 
graduate student's Special Committee. 
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Graduate School requirements for a student’s program are kept to 
a minimum. Academic authority rests with the administration of 
the field and the Special Committee of the graduate student. 

Field Administration  
The Director of Graduate Studies (DGS) coordinates the 
establishment of academic priorities of the field, the quality and 
well-being of graduate students within the field, and oversees the 
admissions process.  The Executive Committee of the Field, which is 
elected from the membership of each particular Field, supports 
the DGS in these efforts.  

Particular field regulations are decided upon and implemented by 
the faculty in the field. 

The Office of Graduate Education assists the DGS’s in the 
administration of the fields and acts as a liaison between the CVM 
Graduate Education Community, made up of College graduate 
faculty and graduate students, and the Graduate School.  

Cindy Grey is the Graduate Field Assistant and Arla Hourigan is 
the Graduate Education Manager and an alternate Graduate Field 
Assistant. Either can sign and submit forms to the Graduate 
School.  

Biological & Biomedical Sciences 
Graduate Program 

The Biological & Biomedical Sciences Graduate Program (BBS) is 
an umbrella program that was formed as the result of a grassroots 
initiative by Graduate Faculty in the College who were committed 
to enhancing graduate education through common experiences 
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and stable funding for graduate students.  The BBS Program is a 
strong coalition of graduate faculty who are committed to 
providing excellent education and training experiences for our 
graduate students.  

The BBS Program seeks to recruit the best and brightest students 
through a combined admissions process which highlights the 
strengths of our research and the benefits of Cornell’s Graduate 
Field system.  Graduate students who matriculate do so with full 
funding that is provided by the BBS Program during the first year 
and is secured by the Special Committee Chair of the student in 
future years.  Graduate students in the program also benefit from 
common experiences such as BIOAP 6100 & 7100, VTBMS 7200 
(BBS WIP), laboratory rotations, and teaching opportunities.  The 
BBS Program also sponsors a number of academic and social 
activities throughout the year which provide knowledge and 
support to our graduate student population. These opportunities 
are communicated via the cvmgradstudent listserv. 

Graduate Fields  

As a graduate student, you are a member of the Biological & 
Biomedical Science Graduate field that admitted you, but you 
have access to all the other fields at Cornell University through 
minor membership on your Special Committee.  In fields with 
more than one concentration, faculty members have chosen the 
concentrations that most closely match their research. 

Faculty members are often members of more than one Graduate 
Field.  The Graduate School provides a search engine for all 
Graduate Fields (http://gradschool.cornell.edu/academics/fields-
of-study/fields) that will tell you all the Fields of which a 
particular faculty is a member.  The Field and concentration they 

http://gradschool.cornell.edu/academics/fields-of-study/fields
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/academics/fields-of-study/fields
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represent should be the one that most closely corresponds to their 
role in your project. 

Graduate Students 

Graduate Education at Cornell is as varied and unique as its 
graduate students. Based on the principles of individualized and 
independent study, degree programs are tailored to the research 
interest of the student.  Individualization and flexibility entail a 
level of responsibility; as the architect of your own program, you 
are responsible for not only the design but the implementation as 
well. 

The Office of Graduate Education is a resource to support 
you.  Our mission is to provide you with information, tools and 
encouragement that will enable you to fully avail all the benefits 
of graduate student life.  Whether you need information or 
guidance about administrative aspects of your graduate program 
or graduate student life in general, our door is always open. 

Our graduate students form the backbone of the research being 
conducted at the College.  Upon graduation, you will join the 
ranks of scientific researchers in academia, industry or 
government.  We want your experience at Cornell to be fulfilling 
and to continue serving you well in your life after graduation. 

Enrollment & Registration  

Enrollment in courses takes place on-line at your Student Center 
(studentcenter.cornell.edu; NetID log-in required).   Your Student 
Center also provides you on-line access to your academic 
information (i.e. class enrollment, registration status, and grades), 
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financial information (bills and payments) and your personal 
information (home address and emergency contacts).  Under the 
finances section you will be able to view your bill and payments 
made on your account. To enroll in direct deposit, visit the Office 
of the Bursar website (www.dfa.cornell.edu/bursar). 

Registration:  Registration takes place three times per year – in 
fall, spring and summer.  Grad students must be enrolled in 12 
credits each semester. Pre-enrollment for continuing students 
takes place in late spring for the following fall and in mid-winter 
for the following spring.  Summer registration is required of all 
graduate students who expect to receive a stipend and/or use 
campus facilities such as libraries and laboratories during the 
summer months.  Students who register for summer must enroll 
in the Graduate School’s Dissertation Research course, i. e., GRAD 
9010 Graduate-Level Research – pre candidacy PhD students; 
GRAD 9011 Doctoral Dissertation Research – post candidacy PhD 
students; GRAD 8000 In Absentia – in absentia students.  Failure 
to register during summer semester will trigger FICA tax to be 
withheld from your paycheck.  

Registration Hold:  A hold may be placed on your account which 
may prevent you from registering as the result of unpaid bills, 
unreturned library books, unmet academic or health 
requirements.  Take care of any holds as soon as possible to 
prevent a gap in your registration.  If you have a question about a 
hold on your account, contact the Bursar Office or the Office of 
Graduate Education. 

 

 

https://www.dfa.cornell.edu/bursar
https://www.dfa.cornell.edu/bursar
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Student Statuses  

If special circumstances arise there are two options for graduate 
students who will have to leave the Cornell campus and the Ithaca 
area.  Consult promptly with your Special Committee Chair and 
the Office of Graduate Education to determine which status works 
best for your particular situation. 

In Absentia: If you are going to be leaving the Ithaca area for a 
lengthy period of time in order to do research or pursue other 
training opportunities related to your dissertation, “In Absentia ” 
(IA) status is most likely your best choice.  

In absentia status provides an opportunity for graduate students 
to engage in approved study in a location at least 100 miles away 
from the University’s Ithaca campus during the academic year 
while continuing to work under the guidance of the special 
committee. 

The Graduate School will require you to submit the In Absentia 
form as well as an outline of the work that you will be doing and a 
plan for accomplishing it. 

In Absentia status allows you to retain your student status -  

• you will have remote access to facilities such as the Cornell 
Library system 

• continue to be paid as a graduate student (this should be 
negotiated with your Special Committee Chair with the 
assistance of the Office of Graduate Education) 

• retain student health insurance  
• receive Registration Units for the work that you do while 

In Absentia (You cannot earn more than two RUs toward 
the six required RUs during In Absentia status.) 
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Fees: Students who will be in absentia for the full semester are 
charged $200 tuition and, if elected, the optional Student Health 
Insurance Plan (SHP) premium.  

Leave of Absence:  If health or other personal matters require that 
you be away from your studies for a period of time during which 
you will not be engaging in academic pursuits, a Leave of Absence 
is probably appropriate.  Medical leave is regulated by different 
rules than those regulating personal leave.  It is important to 
inform the Office of Graduate Education and your Special 
Committee Chair promptly as situations arise that may require 
you to take a leave.  This way, a means for your return can be 
negotiated in order to make your transition from the leave to 
regular student status a smooth one. 

• During a Leave (LOA), you will not retain student status. 
• LOA status is only awarded one year at a time; if you will 

be away longer, you must file a LOA form each year or 
you will be considered to have withdrawn from the 
program. 

• You may be on personal Leave of Absence for a maximum 
of four years. 

Withdraw:  Should you decide that you do not wish to continue in 
your program, you can voluntarily withdraw from the 
program.  Please note that the Graduate School considers that any 
interruption of registration as a “withdraw”. If you withdraw and 
later decide to return, you would have to apply for re-admission.                

Graduate Student Funding 

Admission to the BBS Program means that you are guaranteed 
funding for the duration of your program, contingent upon 



11 
 

satisfactory performance/progress toward your degree.  Funding, 
in this context, is defined as full tuition and student health 
insurance payments and a living stipend.  Stipend levels are set by 
the BBS Program on an annual basis; the stipend level for 2017-18 
is $32,850/12 months. 

In an effort to further its mission of advancing translational 
medicine and clinical research, the College of Veterinary Medicine 
has instituted a separate stipend rate for DVMs (or equivalent) 
who are seeking PhD degrees.  This stipend level is set according 
to your education level and relevant experience and aligns with 
the NIH NRSA postdoctoral rates. 

As a graduate student, you are always encouraged to seek outside 
funding.  Preparing and submitting fellowship and/or grant 
applications is a great exercise for future success in science.  An 
awarded grant not only provides a fantastic opportunity for your 
graduate program, but also serves as a real advantage in the job 
market after graduation.  

As a registered Cornell graduate student, you are automatically 
assumed to be a full-time student.  The Graduate School sets limits 
on the number of hours that a graduate student can work, either 
on- or off-campus.  The Office of Graduate Education discourages 
our graduate students from taking on additional responsibilities; 
since you are receiving funding in the form of tuition, health 
insurance and a stipend, you should not need to do other work 
which may hinder progress toward your degree. If you have a 
hardship or a specific need which requires you to work, you 
should consult with the Office of Graduate Education for 
assistance; this way you can be sure to be in compliance with 
Graduate School rules. 
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Fellowship Incentive Program 

The Cornell University Graduate School has an interactive 
fellowship database (http://gradschool.cornell.edu/fellowships) for 
graduate students.  The College of Veterinary Medicine Office of 
Research and Graduate Education is also a resource when you are 
looking for grant opportunities and/or writing and submitting 
grants.  In the past, CVM graduate students have been successful 
in obtaining funding from: 

National Institutes of Health (NIH) - 
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/oer.htm 

American Heart Association (AHA) - 
http://my.americanheart.org/research 

US Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usdahome 

Morris Animal Foundation - 
http://www.morrisanimalfoundation.org/researchers 

In an effort to encourage our BBS graduate students to secure 
external funds, the Biological and Biomedical Sciences Oversight 
Committee and the CVM Office of Graduate Education (OGE) have 
established the Fellowship Incentive Program.  BBS graduate 
students that meet the eligibility requirements are able to receive a 
one-time $4,000 merit award. Funds will be available from the OGE 
and can be processed as such (depending on student desire): 

o one time stipend supplement processed on the 
Bursar System (subject to taxes) or 

o funds are deposited into an account housed in OGE 
to be used for professional travel or academic 
purchases (i.e. computers, books, etc.).  The decision 

http://gradschool.cornell.edu/fellowships
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/fellowships
http://grants.nih.gov/grants/oer.htm
http://my.americanheart.org/professional/Research/Research_UCM_316889_SubHomePage.jsp
http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usdahome
http://www.morrisanimalfoundation.org/researchers
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to employ the second option and the selection of 
purchases is made solely by the student.  Purchased 
property through this mechanism will belong to the 
student, not the faculty mentor or laboratory.     

Conference Travel Grant Opportunities 

The Graduate School offers a Conference Travel Grant to research 
degree students that have been invited to present. Completed 
applications will be accepted by the Graduate School up to 30 
days after the START date of the conference.  Additional deadline 
and application instructions for the Graduate School conference 
grant are located on the Graduate School website 
(http://gradschool.cornell.edu/costs-and-funding/conference-travel-
grant).  

 In addition, the Office of Graduate Education will provide top off 
awards to Graduate School conference grants up to $500 per 
award. As additional incentive, if the student secures and 
documents additional funds for conference travel from the 
conference sponsor, the OGE will award funds up to $600 per 
conference. Graduate Student Eligibility: 

• Recipients must be full time graduate students and be 
registered during the semester in which the conference 
takes place. 

• Students must be presenting a paper or poster at the 
conference for which funds are requested. Only the 
presenting author may receive an award. 

• If the student is taking a course, it must be one for which 
the student applied and was selected to attend, as well as 
approved by their Special Committee Chair. 

• Only one award during each year (July 1 – June 30) will be 
considered. 

http://gradschool.cornell.edu/costs-and-funding/conference-travel-grant
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/costs-and-funding/conference-travel-grant
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• Your Special Committee Chair must be a faculty member 
in the College of Veterinary Medicine 

Top Off reimbursement: Within 30 days after the conference 
or course attendance the graduate student must submit the 
following to the Office of Graduate Education: 

• Conference program or conference nametag showing their 
name as presenter or course registration information. 

• Original receipts covering travel, conference or course fees, 
lodging or meals. 

• Statement of funds received from all other sources for 
attending the conference or course. 

Graduate Program of Study  

The Graduate School is the College that will award your degree. 
Therefore, the Graduate School monitors your progress toward 
your degree and records benchmarks in that progress.  The 
requirements of the Biological & Biomedical Sciences Graduate 
Program (BBS) and its member Graduate Fields have a more 
immediate effect on your program.  Your lab rotations and 
teaching experience are requirements of the BBS Program, and the 
rules guiding the make-up of your Special Committee and the 
format of your exams fall under the purview of the Graduate 
Fields of Study.  On a day-to-day basis, your research project and 
academic progress will be most closely monitored and directed by 
your faculty mentor and your Special Committee. In the following 
chart we have condensed the requirements of the University (the 
Graduate School) and the College (the BBS Program and the 
Graduate Fields of study administered by the Office of Graduate 
Education). 
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Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Years 4 -5

Experience three lab 
rotations

Graduate course work

Choose Special 
Committee Chair

Finalize your Special 
Committee

Complete one semester 
teaching

Take qualifying exam

Complete professional 
development workshops

Publish research in peer-
reviewed journals.

Conduct research toward 
the development of a 
thesis

Defense of thesis
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Lab Rotations  

As an incoming graduate student, you will spend your first year 
rotating in three faculty labs. These rotations are designed to:  

• provide a range of research experiences that will give you 
a broad knowledge of methodologies and techniques; 

• provide you with the opportunity for more substantial 
contact with various faculty in order for to make an 
informed decision about your thesis laboratory and Special 
Committee membership; 

• provide you with the opportunity to demonstrate your 
scientific abilities and enthusiasm for research to various 
faculty, with the ultimate goal of finding a mentor who is 
willing to accept you into the lab and provide your 
funding for the duration of your research project.  

It is not necessary to have all three rotations set at the beginning of 
the academic year. Students generally set up the first rotation with 
the help of their DGS during the August orientation period. The 
duration of the lab rotations are generally between one to four 
months; with an average rotation lasting 10 weeks. You will need 
to keep the Office of Graduate Education informed on your lab 
rotations. The location and time frame of each rotation needs to be 
submitted via the online rotation submission form 
(http://vet.cornell.edu/BBS/CurrentStudents/DegreeRequirements.cfm). 
Below is a general timeline to follow for 1st year rotations.   
 
Rotation #1 - Begin no later than September 1st and end sometime 
in November 
Rotation #2 -  Begin no later than first week in December and end 
early March 
Rotation #3 – Begin no later than mid-March and end Mid/late 
May  

http://vet.cornell.edu/BBS/CurrentStudents/DegreeRequirements.cfm
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Prior to each rotation, you should meet with the supervising 
faculty to learn about your rotation project and to define the 
expectations.  The Rotation Evaluation Form 
(http://vet.cornell.edu/BBS/CurrentStudents/DegreeRequirements.cfm) 
can be used as a template for this conversation. A clear idea of 
what is expected in each faculty laboratory will make your 
experience more rewarding for you and your rotation 
supervisor.  Keep in mind that a rotation not only provides you 
with the opportunity to assess whether or not the lab is a good fit 
for you, but it is also an opportunity for the faculty mentor to 
assess whether you are a good fit for the lab.  You should think of 
the rotation as an extended interview; your performance in the 
laboratory will be the basis of the faculty's decision whether to 
accept you into the lab or not.  

At the end of each rotation, faculty supervisors should go over the 
Rotation Evaluation Form with you before submitting it to the 
Office of Graduate Education. The purpose of this form is to 
provide you with constructive feedback which will help you to be 
a successful graduate student and researcher.  

By the end of the third rotation, you should have identified a 
faculty mentor.  Once you have identified a mentor, you should 
complete your selection of Special Committee Chair online, via 
Student Service Center (http://www.studentcenter.cornell.edu). 

If for some unforeseen reason you need an additional rotation, 
you must seek approval from the Director of Graduate Studies 
and the Associate Dean for Research & Graduate Education. This 
extra rotation must be completed, at the latest, by the twelve-
month anniversary of your start date.  

 

http://www.vet.cornell.edu/BBS/CurrentStudents/docs/RotationEvaluation.pdf
http://www.studentcenter.cornell.edu/
http://www.studentcenter.cornell.edu/
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Selecting your Special Committee  

Your PhD program is developed and supervised by your Special 
Committee.  You, with the advice and assistance of your faculty 
mentor, will choose the members of your Committee. Your full 
Special Committee must be formed by the end of your third 
semester of registration as a graduate student.  It is to your 
advantage to establish your committee as soon as possible after 
your rotations so that you can be informed of their expectations 
for your program.  Once you have spoken to faculty who you 
want to include on your Special Committee, you need to update 
your record via Student Service Center. The BBS Program requires 
that a PhD Committee be composed of at least four faculty 
members, as detailed below.   

• Chair:  Your Chairperson represents the concentration 
chosen as the major subject in the Field, directs your thesis 
research and is responsible for your funding.  

• Minors: You need at least two members representing one 
or two other minor concentrations.  True to the spirit of 
Cornell’s individualized program, these may be any 
graduate faculty from the more than 90 Graduate Fields in 
the University who you feel would contribute to your 
particular research project.   

• Field Appointed:  A Field Appointed Member (FAM) is 
chosen by the Director of Graduate Studies soon after your 
Special Committee is formed.   The Field-Appointed 
Member is a permanent member of your Committee and is 
charged with ensuring that Field standards and 
requirements are upheld and serves as an advocate for 
you. Contact your DGS giving a short summary of your 
proposed project, your DGS will then make 
recommendations for your FAM.  
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Changing your Special Committee: You can change the members 
of your Special Committee if the circumstances warrant it.   Any 
change you make in your Committee will require you to submit a 
paper form with the update. If you wish to make a change in the 
Special Committee after the A-Exam (Admission to Candidacy), 
you will have to consult with the Office of Graduate Education 
and submit a general petition to the Graduate School.  

Communication is Key:  Since your Special Committee directs 
your program, decides whether you are making satisfactory 
progress toward your degree, conducts exams and approves your 
thesis, frequent communication is essential.  Once you have 
chosen the members of your Special Committee, you should 
schedule a meeting with your entire Committee to create a plan 
for your research project and degree completion.  Your Special 
Committee meets on an annual basis to complete your Graduate 
Student Progress Review (at the end of the spring semester or 
early summer).  You can also call additional meetings of your 
Special Committee at other times during the year as you feel it is 
necessary. 

 

Graduate Student Progress Review 

The Graduate School requires that all graduate students 
coordinate with their committee chair to complete an online 
“Student Progress Review” form once per year.  This review 
needs to be completed by all BBS PhD students before July 1st of 
their 2nd year and beyond. The purpose of the annual report is to 
empower students to be more proactive, provide a forum for 
regular feedback, and to assess learning goals and objectives.  
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BBS Work-in-Progress (WIP) - VTBMS 7200 
The goals of the BBS program are to train scientists in the 
biological and biomedical sciences, create new knowledge with 
high impact research, and prepare our students for positions in 
academia, industry, and government.  With this goal in mind the 
BBS oversight committee has developed a BBS wide work in 
progress (BBS WIP) to highlight and disseminate BBS student 
research.  The BBS program is very excited to offer this 
professional development opportunity which will foster 
networking and propel collaborative efforts.  
 
All BBS students will be required to participate in the BBS Work-
In-Progress Student Seminar (BBS WIP).  It is expected that 
students will present on an annual basis throughout their time in 
the program through their 5th year.  Students are required to 
attend 75% of the BBS WIP, attendance will be taken. Students 
will need to register for VTBMS 7200 BBS WIP Seminar. First-year 
students will give a presentation on one of their rotation 
project.  Students beyond the first year should coordinate their 
annual Special Committee meeting with their BBS WIP research 
presentation and request their committee members attend the 
seminar. For Fall 2017 VTBMS 7200 will be offered Wednesday 
mornings, 9:00AM in Boyce Thompson Institute auditorium.  
  
Students who matriculated in Fall 2011 or earlier are not required 
to give a BBS WIP seminar, but are highly encouraged to attend.  

Graduate Student Courses 

In keeping with Cornell’s philosophy of independent and 
individual research projects as the basis for graduate education, 
the Graduate School does not require any coursework.  Graduate 
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Fields may require courses which serve to further your basic 
knowledge of the Field and maintain the integrity of the graduate 
degree. 

In the first year, students take BIOAP 6100: By Scientific Design & 
BIOAP 7100: Translational Biology and VTBMS 7200 – BBS WIP 
Seminar. All other courses are chosen by you and your Special 
Committee.  These choices should be designed to not only give 
you a basic knowledge of scientific research in your area, but also 
to give you the knowledge and tools that you will need to 
complete your research project and become a successful scientist 
or academician.  You should consult with the Field webpages and 
also the faculty person on your Committee who represents each 
Field to make sure that you complete all course 
requirements.  Keep in mind that some courses are only offered 
every-other year; you should plan accordingly. 

The Graduate School does not set specific course requirements for 
earning a degree but students are required to enroll in a minimum 
of 12 credits each semester. If you are done with all your 
coursework, you are required to register for Dissertation Research 
in order to maintain your registration status. You will register for 
one of these courses: GRAD 9010 Graduate-Level Research – pre 
candidacy PhD students; GRAD 9011 Doctoral Dissertation 
Research – post candidacy PhD students. Graduate School 
research courses will be automatically adjusted at the end of the 
drop period to bring total credits to 12. 

As a Cornell graduate student, you are entitled to enroll in any 
course given at Cornell University.  If a course you would like to 
take does not relate to your research project, you should first talk 
to your faculty mentor about it.  Some courses, such as Physical 
Education classes, have fees in addition to tuition that you will be 
personally responsible to pay for. 
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Teaching Experience  

All BBS graduate students are required to complete a one-
semester teaching experience.  You should do this in your second 
or third year.  The Office of Graduate Education coordinates 
teaching assistantships assignments each year. A list of available 
TAships is distributed via the cvmgradstudent listserv. Students 
choose the teaching experience that best suits their experience, 
expertise and area of interest. 

The teaching experience is designed to give you practice in aspects 
of teaching at a College level.  Your faculty advisor will release 
you from the lab to fulfill this teaching commitment.  Your 
responsibilities for the exercise will be no more than 10-15 hours 
per week. 

Waiver:  If you have had extensive teaching experience at 
previous institution(s), you may have the teaching experience 
waived.  In order to do this, you will have to request a waiver 
from the Biological & Biomedical Sciences Program detailing your 
previous experience and indicating why an additional experience 
should be unnecessary.  Your request should be submitted to the 
Office of Graduate Education.  The BBS Oversight Committee will 
approve or deny your request. 

Additional Teaching Experiences 

Center for Teaching Excellence (http://www.cte.cornell.edu/)(CTE), 
provides graduate students a unique opportunity to learn more 
about the art and science of teaching in higher education, with an 
eye toward better preparing our graduate trainees for careers that 
include university/college teaching. The overall idea is that the 

http://www.cte.cornell.edu/
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university-wide program will offer overarching administration 
and programming in pedagogy and course design. 

If you would like to learn more about teaching at a college level, 
Cornell University’s Center for Teaching Excellence 
(http://www.cte.cornell.edu/) is a great resource.  They offer 
programs for teaching assistants, as well as certificate programs 
for graduate students which will give you more instruction and 
experience in college-level teaching.  If academia is your career 
goal, you should consider participating in their programs. 

Exams & Dissertation  

The Cornell Graduate School requires all PhD candidates to take 
two exams.  Passing the A-exam admits you to doctoral 
candidacy; the B-exam is a defense of your dissertation.  The 
timing of these exams is legislated by the Graduate School. 

These exams must be announced to all Field faculty members.  (In 
theory, all Field faculty members are invited to exams, but it is 
rare for anyone other than your Special Committee to attend an A 
exam).  Scheduling requirements are: 

• A completed Schedule of Exam Form 
(http://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms) must be brought to the 
Office of Graduate Education 14 days (two weeks) prior to 
the date of the exam.  Notice of the exam will be placed on 
the Achievements & Accolades webpage, and an 
announcement with flyer will be sent out a week prior to 
the exam. 

• You must turn in the completed Results of Exam 
(http://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms)   within three business 
days after the exam to the Office of Graduate Education. 

http://www.cte.cornell.edu/
http://www.cte.cornell.edu/
http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/forms
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms
http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/forms
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If you do not adhere to these deadlines, your exam may be 
invalidated and you will have to retake it. 

A-Exam: Admission to Candidacy 

The Graduate School requires that a student take the exam 
between the end of the first year and the end of the third 
year.  Most students take the exam at the end of their second year 
or beginning of the third.  As with time to degree, the timing 
depends on the requirements of your Special Committee and the 
rate at which your research project progresses. 

As with every other part of your program, communication is the 
key.  You can greatly decrease your stress level by planning 
ahead.  It takes about a semester to prepare for your A-
exam.  Additionally, there must be one year between your A-exam 
and your B-exam.   

The following tips on preparation and exam were compiled based on the 
input of one our former graduate students (who is now a PhD). 

Scheduling & Format of the A-Exam 

• Hold a Special Committee meeting at the beginning of 
your last semester of coursework to discuss format and 
date of the exam.  This way, you will not have to scramble 
at the last minute because of a scheduling conflict or miss 
taking a course that one of your faculty advisors wants 
you to complete before the exam. 

• ALL members of your Special Committee (including the 
Field-appointed member) must be present at your exam.  If 
it is impossible for one of your minor members to be there, 
they can appoint a proxy from the same Field and 
concentration to attend the exam for them or participate 
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remotely after having submitted the appropriate form 
(http://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms). 

• Give the committee a couple of dates and times to see 
which fits everyone the best. You will need to schedule a 3 
hour block of time. 

• It is very important to finalize the format of your exam at 
this meeting; there are no Graduate School regulations that 
control the format of the A-exam. The format and content 
of the exam are up to the Graduate Field to which you 
belong and, ultimately, to your Special Committee.  The 
format of your exam will impact what you do for months 
leading up to the exam. 

Studying and Preparing for the A-Exam 

It will take at least 2-3 months of solid work to prepare for your A-
exam.  Planning and preparation will help you make the best use 
of this time. 

• Meet individually with the members of your Special 
Committee to find out what they expect you to know for 
the exam. 

• Draw up a list of review topics based on the advice of your 
Special Committee members, topics you feel are important 
and the material that will be covered in your thesis 
proposal (if this proposal will serve as the format of the 
exam). 

• Know in great detail all the techniques you work on and 
how they function, as well as other techniques commonly 
used in the Field. 

• Get solid background knowledge of your research area.  
o Use textbooks to get general information on your 

major and minor areas of study and to explore 
concepts that you are unclear about. 

https://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/forms
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o Do a literature search on topics and read papers 
that are seminal to research in the Field and 
relevant to your research project. 

• Know your committee. 
o It is a good idea to have at least a basic knowledge 

of what all your committee members are 
researching; this may help you anticipate the type 
of questions they will ask you. Read review articles 
that they have written. 

o Know your faculty advisor’s papers in detail. 
• Review all your coursework to ensure that you have a 

good basic understanding of what was covered. This is 
especially important if you have taken a course with a 
member of your committee. 

• Talk to other graduate students in the Field to get their 
input on their exams. Your colleagues are an important 
source of support, which is particularly important if you 
have common committee members. 

Two to Three Months Before Your A-exam 

• Contact the person in your Department who is in charge of 
room schedules.  Reserve a room that will comfortably seat 
your committee.  Reserve the room for at least four (4) 
hours, allowing for set-up, the exam and the clean-up 
afterwards. 

• If you need projectors or computer equipment, be sure to 
reserve them. 

• Make sure to back-up any files that you need for your 
presentation. 

• Fill out a Schedule of Exam Form, obtain the necessary 
signatures and bring it to the Office of Graduate 
Education.  This must be done 14 days prior to the exam. 
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• It is a good idea to send a few e-mail reminders to your 
committee, especially the day before the exam, to remind 
them of the date, time and location. 

The Day of the Exam 

• Get a good night’s sleep the night before the exam. 
• Arrive at the room early, in order to make sure it is set up 

and all your equipment is working.  
• Bring a glass of water because you will be talking for 2-3 

hours.  (Some people bring refreshments for their 
committee.  This is not necessary, but is a nice touch if you 
have the time and motivation to do so). 

• The duration of the exam as well as the type of questions 
you can expect varies with every exam. You should expect 
specific questions about the techniques you use and also 
alternate approaches to your research.  Some faculty 
members ask theoretical questions or philosophical 
questions about unsolved mysteries in the area.  You 
should expect questions about the design of your 
experiment as well as problem solving questions. 

• You will be asked questions that you may not know the 
answer to. It is important to admit that you don’t know 
something when you don’t know it.  Do not try to bluff 
your way out of a question or make something up.  Many 
faculty want to see how you react to a question when you 
do not know the answer; they may be unforgiving if you 
try to fake your way through it.  “I don’t know” or “I am 
not sure but it may be similar to [something that you 
know]” are perfectly valid responses and are essential if 
you simply do not know.  In addition, attempting to 
manufacture an answer saps energy that is best used on 
questions that you do know the answers to. 
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• Make sure that your entire Special Committee signs the 
Results of Exam Form before they leave the room. There is 
nothing worse than being done with an exam and having 
to track down faculty for their signature.  This form must 
be turned in within three (3) days after your exam. Bring 
the form to the Office of Graduate Education and they will 
PDF the final version to the Graduate School.  

Outcomes of the Exam 

• Pass: The vast majority of graduate students pass their A-
exam on the first try. In this case, you move on to do your 
experiments, write your thesis, take your B-exam and 
graduate.  

• Conditional Pass: If you are awarded a “Conditional 
Pass,” you will have to meet some stipulations put 
forward by your committee; usually this involves an area 
in which they thought you needed more knowledge.  The 
conditions must be written on the form and a time-line for 
meeting them should also be indicated.  Make sure that 
you and your Special Committee members are all clear on 
what the conditions are and when the conditions should 
be met by before you leave the room.  Once you have met 
the requirements of your committee and the Office of 
Graduate Education is informed, your “Conditional Pass” 
will be changed to a “Pass.” 

• Fail:  This is the rarest of outcomes.  If you fail your A-
exam, chances are that you knew you would before you 
stepped into the room or you completely panicked and 
were unable to recuperate.  If your Special Committee 
agrees, you can retake the test in three months. If your 
Special Committee does not allow re-examination, you will 
not be able to continue your program at Cornell. 
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B-Exam & Dissertation  

The B-exam is also known as the Dissertation Defense.  The 
Graduate School requirements for the B-exam are that it be taken 
two semesters after the A-exam.  The B-exam usually follows the 
Thesis Seminar, which is public and open to the Cornell 
Community.  It is an oral examination based on your dissertation. 

Preparation for the B-Exam  

It cannot be said enough:  communication is key.  You should 
discuss with your Special Committee, particularly the Chair, the 
timing of your B-exam and what is expected of you in order to be 
considered ready to schedule and take the exam. Thesis and 
Dissertation requirements (http://gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-
and-dissertation) are available online at the Graduate School 
Website.  

• As with the A-exam, it would be a good idea to hold a 
Special Committee meeting as soon as possible after you 
and your Chair decide the time is appropriate for you to 
take the B-exam.  This way, your entire committee can be 
on the same page in regard to your progress and 
projections for finishing your graduate career. 

o ALL members of your Special Committee 
(including the Field-appointed member) must be 
present at your exam.  If it is impossible for one of 
your minor members to be there, they can appoint 
a proxy from the same Field and concentration to 
attend the exam for them or participate remotely 
after having submitted the appropriate form 
(http://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms). 

http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-and-dissertation
http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-and-dissertation
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-and-dissertation
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-and-dissertation
https://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/forms
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o Give the Committee a couple of dates and times to 
see which fits everyone the best.  You will need a 
block of 2-3 hours for the exam and one hour for 
the seminar. 

o Reserve venues for your seminar and your exam; 
also reserve any computer equipment that either 
would require.  You should also get the name(s) 
and phone number(s) of the people in charge of the 
equipment in the facilities so you know who to call 
if there is a problem on the day of the 
seminar/exam. 

 Your seminar will be open to the Cornell 
Community and will be the topic of your 
dissertation research.  This seminar usually 
lasts one hour and is held in a Lecture Hall 
or Auditorium.   

 Your B-Exam usually takes place 
immediately after the seminar.  It is held in 
a smaller room, which makes the exam 
more personal but also gives you the chance 
for a short walk between your seminar and 
your defense. 

o Fill out the Schedule of Exam Form, obtain the 
necessary signatures and take it to the Office of 
Graduate Education at least two weeks before the 
exam.  The OGE will announce your seminar and 
exam to the CVM Graduate Community. 

o You must submit a complete draft of your 
dissertation to all members of your Special 
Committee by their specified date.   

o At least five days before your B-exam, you should 
give each member of your Special Committee a 
copy of your dissertation that is “complete in all 
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respects and editorially acceptable for final 
approval.” 

The Day of the B-Exam You should feel more comfortable at this 
stage than you did before your A-Exam.  At least one former 
graduate student characterized his thesis seminar and B-Exam as 
“fun.”  However, you should not be complacent so that you are 
not well-prepared. 

• Make sure that you get a good night’s sleep the night 
before your seminar and exam. 

• Get to the seminar room early to set up and make sure all 
needed equipment is there and working. 

• Bring a bottle of water to the seminar and the exam. 
• Have your entire Special Committee sign the Results of 

Exam Form before they leave the room. 
• Immediately after obtaining the signature of the Director 

of Graduate Studies for your Field, bring the form to the 
Office of Graduate Education.  The signature of the 
Graduate Field Assistant is also required on the form.  This 
form must be at the Graduate School within business three 
business days of your exam. 

Once your B-exam is over and your Results form turned in, you 
can concentrate on editing your dissertation to comply with your 
Special Committee's direction and formatting it according the 
University's specifications. Consult the Graduation Manager 
(http://gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-and-dissertation) for further 
requirements and commencement information. 

Congratulations on the completion of your PhD! 

 

http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/thesis-and-dissertation
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NOTES 
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