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Introduction 

Welcome to the Graduate Program in Biology at Wake Forest University. We sincerely hope that together we can 

make your experiences lead to continued growth as professional biologists. This handbook will help you 

understand how the Graduate Program functions and the specific requirements for the M.S. in Biology and Ph.D. 

in Biology degree programs.  

The rules and guidelines in this handbook represent policies of the Biology Graduate Programs set by the 

Biology Department Graduate Committee within the scope of their authority over the Ph.D. in Biology and M.S. 

in Biology programs. All graduate students at Wake Forest University are also subject to further regulations set 

forth by the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences and Wake Forest University. Other documents that contain 

important information are: the Graduate School Bulletin, the Graduate School’s Reynolda Campus Graduate 

Student Handbook, and Dissertation and Thesis Instructions. Links to these documents and other important 

resources can be found in the Important Links in the front matter of this handbook. 

Biology graduate students are bound to the deadlines and requirements set out in the Graduate School Bulletin 

for their year of entry and to those in the Department of Biology’s Graduate Student Handbook for their year of 

entry. In case of conflict, regulations and deadlines set by the WFU Graduate School of Arts and Sciences and 

website supersede those given in the Department of Biology Graduate Student Handbook. 

 

1. Program administration, advisors, and guidance 

1.1. The Biology Department Graduate Committee  

The Graduate Committee is a Department of Biology committee consisting of a Chair (the Graduate Program 

Director, GPD), three to four other faculty members, one to two graduate student members, and the Chair of the 

Department of Biology (ex officio). The Biology Department Graduate Committee is responsible for supporting 

and guiding nearly all aspects of the Graduate Program, including: 

● evaluating applications for admission and extending offers of admission 

● organizing new student recruitment/interview days 

● making recommendations for financial aid to the Dean of the Graduate School 

● making recommendations for strengthening the financial support of the graduate program 

● monitoring the progress of graduate students towards degree completion 

● making recommendations concerning improvements to the program and curriculum 

● advocating on behalf of the graduate students to WFU administration 

● serving as a mediator and/or assisting graduate students with individual issue/conflicts  

● providing guidance for students not meeting expectations and decisions on dismissals from the program 

The Graduate Committee actively solicits suggestions from students, faculty, and staff. All students should feel 

free to consult the GPD and Graduate Committee members for assistance or to suggest improvements. 

Conflicts of Interest. The Graduate Committee is entrusted with avoiding conflicts-of-interest (COI) in decision-

making for individual students and the graduate programs as a whole. Graduate Committee members will recuse 

themselves when a decision involves a student for whom they have a COI. COIs occur when (but are not limited 

to) a Graduate Committee member serves as the Primary Research Advisor, a substantive research collaborator, 

or has a personal relationship to the graduate student. When the GPD is recused, the member of the Graduate 

Committee with the most years of service on the Biology Graduate Committee will serve as pro tempore Chair of 

the Graduate Committee. 



1.2. Primary Research Advisor  

Each student in the Biology M.S. and Ph.D. programs works closely with a Primary Research Advisor (PRA), 

a member of the WFU Graduate Faculty who is their primary research mentor. During the process of 

selecting a PRA, students should familiarize themselves with the research interests and philosophies of the 

various faculty members. WFU’s Statement of Philosophy of the Mentoring Relationship between Graduate 

Students and Primary Research Advisors can be found on the Graduate School Resources website (see 

Important Links in the front matter). Both students and Primary Research Advisors are strongly encouraged 

to read this statement before making a formal commitment to each other. 

Ph.D. Student Rotations. Ph.D. students may opt (with permission from the GPD) to do a short rotation 

through two or three labs before selecting a PRA. While rotating, the GPD will serve as PRA. Rotations 

should ideally take place during the first semester of study. Rotating students are expected to select a PRA 

within 2 weeks of completion of their rotations. Rotating students must still form a committee in their first 

semester. 

1.3. Graduate Advisory Committee 

The Advisory Committee is responsible for overseeing the successful completion of the degree program, 

including: (1) setting requirements for specific course work, (2) critically evaluating research prospectus 

documents and presentations, (3) drafting, administering, and evaluating the Qualifying Examination (for Ph.D. 

only), (4) providing regular review of the student’s progress toward the completion of the degree, and (5) 

providing editorial input to the drafting of the student’s thesis or dissertation. The student should freely and 

regularly consult members of their Advisory Committee for advice and assistance.  

In their first semester of study, students should consult with their PRA and invite faculty members to serve on 

their Advisory Committee. Faculty members are at their discretion to decline the invitation, if they have other 

commitments or feel they will not be able to contribute appropriate expertise. Once the Advisory Committee has 

been determined through mutual agreements, the student should email the list of names and email addresses of 

their Advisory Committee to the GPD for approval. Students may opt to change their Advisory Committee 

composition during the course of study, especially in cases when the student’s research projects change 

direction. Changes to Advisory Committee membership must be submitted to and approved by the GPD in 

writing. 

Definitions. A “WFU Biology Faculty Member” is defined as a faculty member whose primary faculty 

appointment is in the WFU Department of Biology. A WFU Graduate Faculty Member is defined as an individual 

(1) with an active appointment at Wake Forest University and (2) who is an active member of the WFU Graduate 

Faculty. 

An “External Committee Member” is defined as an individual whose primary appointment is not in the WFU 

Department of Biology and is not the student’s Primary Research Advisor. Non-Graduate Faculty members of 

the WFU community and individuals from outside of Wake Forest community must be granted Temporary 

Graduate Faculty Status by the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences.  

M.S. Advisory Committee. A Biology M.S. Advisory Committee must (1) be composed of exactly three 

members, (2) include the PRA, and (3) include at least two WFU Biology Faculty Members. 

Ph.D. Advisory Committee. A Biology Ph.D. Advisory Committee must (1) be composed of exactly five 

members, (2) include the PRA, (3) include at least three WFU Biology Faculty Members, (4) include one 

External Committee Member,and (5) include at lease four members who are WFU Faculty (from any 

department/college/campus).  



1.4. Advisory Committee meetings 

Students are encouraged to consult frequently with their Advisory Committee members and convene their 

Advisory Committee regularly to ensure efficient progress toward degree completion and receive steady 

feedback on their research plans and progress. M.S. students are expected to meet with their Advisory 

Committee once per semester. Ph.D. students are expected to meet with their Advisory Committee once per 

year. The Ph.D. qualifying examination meeting does not fulfill this requirement. Students are responsible for 

scheduling these meetings (not the Primary Research Advisor or Advisory Committee), and also for reserving 

a meeting space. Advisory Committee meetings typically last 1–2 hours.  

At the Advisory Committee meeting, students will apprise their Advisory Committee of current academic 

coursework and research progress including presentation of written documents and/or slideshows. 

Committee members will ask questions and/or provide suggestions for the student. Students who do not 

meet with their committee at regular intervals (failing to meet for more than three consecutive semesters) 

may become ineligible for Graduate School financial support in the upcoming semesters.  

1.5. Changing Primary Research Advisor or Advisory Committee members 

In consultation with the GPD, a student may switch Primary Research Advisors or Advisory Committee 

members. If you have questions or concerns, consult the GPD. A student who switches advisors is not 

guaranteed any additional departmental support, and must make requests for extension on departmental 

deadlines separately to the Biology Graduate Committee. The Biology Graduate Committee evaluates such 

requests on a case-by-case basis. 

1.6. Examination Committees 

Examination Committees oversee the Ph.D. Qualifying Examination and the Final Examination for the M.S. 

Thesis and Ph.D. Dissertation. A student's Advisory Committee and Examination Committee are 

independently appointed by the GPD. However, in the vast majority of cases, the Advisory Committee 

members will be appointed as the Examination Committee. In compliance with the Graduate Bulletin, the 

Examination Committee must be members of the WFU Graduate Faculty (see Section 1.3).  

2. Reporting Problems and Support Services 

2.1. Reporting Problems 

Students should report any problems or concerns with the conduct or interactions of others to the Graduate 

Program Director.  In the case of a report involving the Graduate Program Director, the student should report to 

the Chair of the Department of Biology. In the case of a report involving both the Graduate Program Director and 

the Chair of Biology, the student should report to the Associate Dean for Students at the Graduate School. 

Reports higher than this level should go to the Senior Associate Dean of the Graduate School of Arts and 

Sciences, Dean of the College and Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Provost, and then President of Wake 

Forest University.  

For reports of bias or harassment, students can also use the Wake Forest Bias Reporting site 

(https://reportbias.wfu.edu/). Sexual harassment or abuse reports should be made to the Title IX Office 

(https://titleix.wfu.edu/).  

2.2. Academic and counseling support services 

General academic counseling is available by contacting the GPD, a member of the Graduate Committee, or the 

Graduate School Associate Dean of Students. The Center for Learning, Access, and Student Success (CLASS) 

at WFU has the mission to provide opportunities for all students (undergraduate and graduate) to succeed at 

Wake Forest. CLASS is available for graduate student consultation on adaptive technologies, support, and 

https://reportbias.wfu.edu/
https://titleix.wfu.edu/


accommodations to facilitate equitable access to all portions of the academic requirements (coursework, 

teaching requirements, research, qualifying examination and other milestones).  

Additionally, the WFU University Counseling Center, Women’s Center, Intercultural Center, LGBTQ+ Center, 

Office of the Chaplain, and many other student support offices are available to graduate students for additional 

support and counsel during graduate studies. (https://advising.wfu.edu/emergencies/campus-resources-

support/) 

 

3. Academic program requirements and processes 

Requirements set forth by WFU for the M.S. and Ph.D. degrees are described in the Graduate School Bulletin. 

These include minimum requirements for course work, residency in the program, admission to degree 

candidacy, etc. Students bear primary responsibility for ensuring they meet the requirements in both the 

Graduate School Bulletin and the Department of Biology Graduate Student Handbook.  

3.1. Academic Honor Code 

Graduate students are expected to strictly adhere to the Academic Honor Code as outlined in the Graduate 

Student Handbook provided by the WFU Graduate School. Suspected Honor Code violations should be 

immediately reported to the GPD, who may in turn file a formal report with the Graduate Honor Council. 

3.2 Plagiarism 

The Department of Biology expects all documents submitted by students as their own work to be authored 

by the student in their own words. The uncited use of text, phrasing, flow-of-ideas, misappropriation of the 

findings of others, or engaging in unauthorized collaboration on assignments is unacceptable conduct on all 

materials submitted as part of graduate studies.  

3.3 Generative Algorithms and Artificial Intelligence 

While the Department of Biology sees generative algorithms and artificial intelligence as important 

components of research and accepts “fair use” of these techniques by the scientific community, text 

originally or completely generated by machine learning, artificial intelligence, or other types of algorithms or 

text generation systems is unacceptable for submission for any course or written materials required by the 

graduate program to satisfy degree requirements. The only exception to this rule is in a course where the 

instructor has directed students to use these algorithms or systems as part of a specific course assignment 

or a general course policy. If you are unsure about a particular use case, please consult with your course 

instructor, primary research advisor, advisory committee, or the Graduate Program Director, as applicable to 

the situation. 

3.4. Coursework and academic standing 

All M.S. and Ph.D. Biology Graduate Students are required to take Graduate Integrative Biology I (BIO 720; 3 

credit hours) and Graduate Integrative Biology II (BIO 721; 3 credit hours) in their first two semesters in the 

program. Students also are required to take one 3-credit hour technical elective (e.g., Graduate Microscopy, 

Graduate Statistics in R, etc.) approved by their Advisory Committee.  

While not mandatory, all students are encouraged to also take the Teacher-Scholar Professional Development I 

and II (BIO 785 and 786) and Research Seminar (BIO 789) courses in their first year. The M.S. in Biology program 

has additional course requirements (see Section 4). The Ph.D. in Biology program does not require additional 

courses, unless recommended by their Advisory Committees (see Section 5).  

M.S. Additional Coursework. M.S. students will complete a minimum of 24 credit hours of coursework. A 

minimum of 12 credit hours at the 700 level is required. The remaining 12 credit hours can be fulfilled with either 

https://advising.wfu.edu/emergencies/campus-resources-support/
https://advising.wfu.edu/emergencies/campus-resources-support/


600- or 700-level courses. Course selections should be made in consultation with the Primary Research Advisor 

and the Advisory Committee. 

Ph.D. Additional Coursework. Additional academic coursework is recommended as needed to develop their 

scholarship, but not specifically required except as recommended by the student’s Advisory Committee. 

Minimum GPA. Students are required to maintain a GPA of at least 3.0 (“B” average). Students who earn a 

grade below “B” or an “Unsatisfactory” for Thesis or Dissertation Research must meet with the GPD 

immediately. Beginning with the grade report at the end of their second semester, students whose GPA falls 

below 3.0 will be placed on academic probation by the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences for a one-

semester period. The student’s GPA must be brought back up to 3.0 or higher during the probationary semester. 

Failure to do so could result in dismissal from the Graduate School. 

3.5. The First-year Prospectus  

KEY DEADLINE: Students must complete this first year prospectus milestone to the satisfaction of the 

advisory committee before the end of their second semester in the program to remain in good standing. 

A prospectus is a formal document that describes the general plan for the student’s research project. The first-

year prospectus document should be approximately 4–6 single-spaced pages in length and focus on the 

background, scientific premise, and questions to be examined during the student’s dissertation/thesis work. The 

prospectus should provide sufficient details about the experimental design and methods to allow the Advisory 

Committee to evaluate the scope and quality of the project. The student should work closely with their Advisor to 

write this document while in their first year of study.  

Once the document is complete, the student should hold a meeting with their Advisory Committee, wherein they 

present an overview of the document. Students should submit the written prospectus document to their 

Advisory Committee no later than two weeks before the scheduled meeting (and see Section 3.6.).  

All requests for extension should be emailed to the GPD at least three weeks before the student’s second 

semester ends. Students who fail to meet this milestone on time (without an approved extension) may become 

ineligible for Graduate School funded support.  

3.6. Timely documents submission 

Committee members need adequate time to evaluate a student’s work or students cannot receive complete, 

carefully considered, and useful feedback. Additionally, the Biology Department and Graduate School require 

that Advisory Committee members have sufficient time to ensure submitted work is in accordance with program 

academic standards and training goals. Student submission of all documents to committee members in a timely 

and professional manner is therefore a necessity. 

Formal documents (Prospectus, Qualifying Examination, Thesis, and Dissertation) should be submitted to all 

Advisory Committee members no later than two weeks before a meeting. All other documents should be 

submitted no later than one week before a meeting. Failure to submit documents in accordance with these 

guidelines may result in the student losing good standing, and are considered grounds for Advisory Committee 

members or the GPD to reschedule the meeting. In the case of thesis and dissertation meetings, this could result 

in delayed graduation. 

3.7. Advisory Committee Meeting Reports 

Within a week of each committee meeting, the mentor records notes, drafts an executive summary of the 

feedback, and circulates it to the committee for approval. Students must submit (via digital form submission, see 

instructions in the WFU Biology Graduate Resources Drive) a report including the meeting summary after each 

committee meeting or milestone (i.e., first year prospectus meeting, qualifying exam, third year prospectus 



meeting). To ensure that all graduate students are making consistent and timely progress toward their degrees, 

submitted reports will then be distributed to the student’s committee members through this form within a week. 

The length of the report will be up to the student and their Advisory Committee.  

3.8. Annual Reports 

Students are required to submit (via digital form submission, see instructions in the WFU Biology Graduate 

Resources Drive) a brief Annual Report of activities at the conclusion of each academic year. The report will 

include any publications, grants, and presentations, among other achievements. Such information is vital for the 

Graduate Committee to promote student success to the Graduate School administration. Students will also 

submit a current curriculum vitae with this report. This report is due annually from all graduate students on May 

15. 

3.9. Laboratory safety training 

The WFU Office of Environmental Health and Safety conducts regular online and in-person laboratory safety 

training. The type of training needed will depend heavily on the type of work being done by the student. As such, 

students should contact their Advisor, the Core Lab Coordinator, and/or the GPD for details about the needed 

training. 

3.10. Responsible Conduct of Research and Scientific Ethics training 

All Department of Biology graduate students are required to participate in an Annual Responsible Conduct of 

Research (RCR) and scientific ethics training once upon entry to the program. Graduate students who are not 

RCR certified cannot be supported as Research Assistants (RAs) and cannot work on any project supported with 

federal funds. Dates and details about this annual training will be provided by the GPD at the beginning of each 

academic year.  

3.11. Probationary status 

A student may be placed on probationary status by a vote of the Biology Graduate Committee as a result of any 

of the following: 

● A grade of Unsatisfactory in Independent Research (BIO 791, BIO 792, BIO 891, or BIO 892) 

● Unsatisfactory performance as a Teaching Assistant. 

● Failure to complete the First-Year Prospectus, Qualifying Exam, Third-Year Prospectus, or Final 

Examination to the satisfaction of the advisory committee within the prescribed deadlines, as specified 

in the Biology Graduate Handbook. 

● General professional misconduct in violation of the professional expectations outlined in Section 1. 

Probationary status is typically conferred for a semester, but can be longer at the discretion of the Biology 

Graduate Committee. The Biology Graduate Committee will provide a specific recommendation for remediation 

of the probationary status, which may include additional training, coursework, or research planning. The Biology 

Graduate Committee will review the student’s progress at the end of the probationary period and either remove 

probationary status or take further action. 

While on probationary status, a student is not eligible for Biology Department fellowships or scholarships, and 

will not be nominated for University fellowships by the Biology Department. Suspension of Teaching 

Assistantship support or a program of alternative duties may also be involved. Other restrictions may be put in 

place as part of the Biology Graduate Committee decision for probation. 

This probationary status is conferred by the Biology Department Graduate Committee and is separate from 

academic probation or other disciplinary action from the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. Cases involving 

low academic performance (GPA < 3.0), academic misconduct in violation of the Honor Code, research 

misconduct, or other professional breaches under Graduate School-level or University-level policies will be 



referred to and adjudicated by the appropriate WFU committees and/or offices.  Consult the GSAS Bulletin and 

WFU Human Resources Policy website for guidelines and procedures. 

3.12. Program dismissal 

In the case of (1) a failure to rectify delinquent degree progress, (2) failure to satisfactorily pass the PhD 

qualifying exam, PhD final exam, or MS final exam, (3) a failure to rectify conduct during a probationary period, 

(4) an incident of severe breach of professional ethics or conduct not otherwise regulated by the Graduate 

School or Wake Forest University guidelines, the Biology Graduate Committee may recommend dismissal from 

the program to the Wake Forest Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. Appeals of this decision should be 

presented first to the Biology Graduate Committee. The written appeal should include (1) the reasons for 

dismissal and the circumstances and performance issues that led to dismissal, (2) evidence and justification for 

reversing a dismissal decision, including any relevant supporting documentation, and (3) a clear proposed plan 

for improvement including milestones, dates, and work products that, if met, would warrant continued 

participation in the program. Appeals must be submitted within two weeks of receiving the dismissal notice. If 

the appeal to the Biology Graduate Committee does not reverse the decision, additional appeals should be 

made to the Dean of the College and Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. 

 

4. M.S. degree program additional requirements 

4.1. Seminar presentation 

Each M.S. student must present at least one Departmental Seminar. This seminar normally covers the thesis 

research prior to the private thesis defense and is typically given in the Spring semester of the second year. 

Contact the GPD if you have questions or concerns about this requirement.  

4.2. Thesis and Final Examination  

M.S students must write a thesis and defend it successfully during an oral Final Examination (i.e., thesis 

defense). The Chair of the Final Examination meeting is the Advisory Committee member with the most years of 

appointment on the WFU Graduate Faculty who is not a Research Advisor. Guidelines for preparation of this 

document are available from the Graduate School.  

1. Students will also need to submit an “Intent to Graduate” form by the semester deadline set forth by the 

Graduate School. 

2. Students must schedule both a public seminar and a private defense (see the Graduate School website 

for deadlines each semester). Students should email the GPD early in the semester or summer they 

intend to complete their degree to get more information on the procedure for scheduling their seminar.  

3. Students should submit the final version of the dissertation to their Examination Committee no later than 

two weeks in advance of the thesis defense date (see  Section 3.6.). 

4. Upon completion of the thesis defense, the committee Chair should submit the ballot to Sheila White 

(Graduate School Student Records Coordinator) via email (and copy the GPD) to indicate the outcome 

(Unconditional Pass, Pass Upon Rectifying Minor Deficiencies, Pass Upon Rectifying Major Deficiencies, 

or Fail). 

4.3. Change to the Ph.D. in Biology program 

A student in the M.S. in Biology program may apply to change to the Ph.D. program without completing the M.S. 

degree. The request for change in degree program must be discussed with the student’s Advisory Committee 

and subsequently submitted in writing to the GPD for review by the Graduate Committee. The following 

documents must be furnished for consideration: 



1. A letter from the student containing the formal request for the switch in degree programs, including 

justification for the change that includes (but is not limited to) research, teaching, and academic 

accomplishments during their time as an M.S. student that indicates preparedness to pursue a Ph.D. 

2. The student’s current curriculum vitae. 

3. A letter of support, signed by the student’s advisor and thesis committee, addressing academic 

progress while at Wake Forest. 

Requests for program change must be made by December 15th of the first or second year and will be 

considered alongside new applications for the next academic year. Requests submitted after the deadline may 

not be considered until the following academic year. If approved, the total number of semesters of departmental 

support the student is entitled to is the same as if the student entered the program as a Ph.D. student (10 total 

semesters). 

 

5. Ph.D. degree program additional requirements 

5.1. Seminar presentations 

Each Ph.D. student must give at least two seminars during their program of study. One must be the public 

presentation of their dissertation work on the Wake Forest campus, given prior to the private dissertation 

defense. The other may be a second presentation at Wake Forest or the presentation of research work in oral 

form at an extramural conference. Talks given to lab groups, informal research groups, in graduate courses, and 

as part of public science education or outreach programs do not fulfill this requirement. 

5.2. Teaching experience 

Ph.D. students are required to complete two semesters of teaching experience, generally as a Teaching 

Assistant in one of the core laboratories in the WFU Department of Biology. To fulfill the Ph.D. teaching 

requirement, students must be enrolled as Ph.D. students. Prior teaching as a WFU Biology Master’s degree 

student does not satisfy the teaching requirement for the Ph.D. (except when students switch degree programs 

at WFU from the M.S. to the Ph.D without completing the M.S.).  

A student who wishes to use a different teaching experience to fulfill the requirement must obtain prior approval 

of their Advisory Committee and of the Graduate Committee. Any teaching training conducted without prior 

approval will not be guaranteed to fulfill the requirements for graduation and may delay graduation. Adequate 

documentation must be provided prior to the beginning of teaching to the Advisory Committee and the Graduate 

Committee (a syllabus, a letter from the professor running the class detailing the duties of the TA, etc.).  

5.3. Qualifying Examination 

KEY DEADLINE: Students should complete both the written and oral portions of their qualifying 

examination before the start of their fifth semester (third year) in the program. Upon successfully passing 

the qualifying examination the student shall be considered a Ph.D. Candidate in the Department of 

Biology. 

The Ph.D. qualifying examination consists of two parts: a written examination and oral examination. This 

examination should be taken in or before the student’s fourth semester of study. At least two weeks prior to 

the examination start date, students should select five topic areas from the three categories in the table 

below that will comprise the qualifying exam. These topics should be selected in consultation with the GPD, 

Exam Proctor, and Examination Committee. Each Examination Committee member will be responsible for 

leading the questions and evaluation of one topic. The examination should include no more than five 

questions. 

The Graduate Committee recommends that a member of the Examination Committee who is not the 



student’s primary Advisor serve as a Proctor for this exam. Contact the GPD with questions on this 

recommendation. 

Qualifying Examination Topic Areas. 

● Focal area (one, required): Student’s research topic – a “deep dive” into the specific intellectual area of 

the dissertation. 

● Core disciplines (select 3–4): Behavior, Biochemistry, Biomechanics/Functional Morphology, Cell 

Biology, Development, Earth Sciences, Ecology, Evolution, Genetics, Immunology, Microbiology, 

Molecular Biology, Neurobiology, Oceanography, Parasitology, Physiology, Plant Biology, Virology (or 

other areas are possible, based on student’s area of interest) 

● Technical area (one, optional): Biostatistics, Biochemical assays, Microscopy, Molecular Genetics (or 

other areas are possible, based on student’s area of interest)  

The Written Examination. The Written Examination is conducted as described below: 

1. The Proctor collects the questions from the Examination Committee members and evaluates them to 

ensure that they are appropriate in scope and minimal in topic overlap.  

2. The Proctor emails the five questions to the student to begin the exam. The student has up to six weeks 

to write and submit their first-draft responses. Written responses will require that the student engage 

with the literature and/or design experiments. Formatting and style guidelines: responses must fit within 

four typed pages per question (excluding references, figures, and large tables). References, figures, and 

large tables go on separate pages and do not count toward the limit; each question requires its own 

reference section. Use 1-inch margins, an 11-pt serif (e.g., Times New Roman) or 10-pt sans-serif font 

(e.g., Arial), and include a header on each page in the format “[Your Name], Qualifying Exam Question 

from [Name], [Date].” Figures must be original or modified, placed on separate pages with captions, and 

cited in the text. Large tables may be placed on separate pages, while small tables must fit within the 

page limit. Use complete sentences and paragraphs, optional section headers, in-text citations in a 

consistent style, and provide a properly formatted References section with DOIs where available. 

3. Students are prohibited from discussing their exam questions or answers with anyone other than their 

Examination Committee or the GPD. Students may not have their answers read, commented on, or 

edited by anyone else prior to their submission for evaluation. Students are permitted to contact 

Examination Committee members to ask clarification questions during this period, but not have their 

answers read by the Examination Committee members prior to submission. Inappropriate assistance or 

conduct on exams constitutes an Honor Code violation. 

4. The student submits their first draft responses to the Proctor, who will then distribute all five responses 

to all members of the Examination Committee. 

5. The Examination Committee will then provide comments/feedback to the student for improvement. Each 

answer receives feedback from two Examination Committee members (a “first reader” who proposed 

the question and a “second reader”). The two readers ensure a fair assessment of each question. The 

process of writing and revising is intended to mimic the process of writing and submitting papers for 

publication, and thus will be of substantial benefit to the student.  

6. Examination Committee members submit their comments to the Proctor (not the student), ideally within 

two weeks after receiving the student’s answers, who then distributes all feedback to the student and all 

Examination Committee simultaneously. 

7. The student then has up to 2 weeks to revise the answers and resubmit them for final evaluation.  

8. The entire written examination process should ideally not exceed 12 weeks total time. Time extensions 

due to unanticipated circumstances may be granted by consent of the Proctor and the GPD. 

9. The Proctor will solicit feedback from the Examination Committee members and communicate the exam 



results to the student. Examination Committee members should meet (without the student) to discuss 

the exam results prior to communicating the overall result to the student. Three outcomes of the written 

exams are possible: (1) all topics passed; (2) some, but not all, topics passed; or (3) no topics passed. In 

the case of outcomes (2) or (3), the Examination Committee may recommend that the student be 

dismissed from the graduate program, or the committee may choose to reexamine the student in some 

or all of the topics. 

10. Reexaminations must be scheduled no earlier than six months after the date of the first examination. A 

student may be reexamined for the written exams only once. The student must pass the written 

examination before proceeding to the oral examination.  

The Oral Examination. The Oral Examination is conducted as described below: 

1. The oral portion of the examination will take place within 30 days of completing and passing the written 

portion and be conducted by the same Examination Committee (except in extraordinary circumstances, 

with approval from the GPD). 

2. The oral examination will include the same set of topics that formed the written portion of the qualifying 

exams. The oral examination is intended to satisfy the committee that the student has an understanding 

of relevant areas of biology sufficient to enable the student to carry out high-quality dissertation research 

with a firm intellectual grounding. 

3. The oral examination should take approximately two hours, where approximately 20 minutes is allocated 

for discussion of each topic area. 

4. At the end of the exam, the student should be asked to leave the room so the Examination Committee 

can deliberate the outcome. Three outcomes are possible: (1) all topics passed; (2) some, but not all, 

topics passed; and (3) no topics passed. In the case of outcome (2) or (3), the Examination Committee 

may recommend dismissal or reexamination of the student. Reexamination may not take place earlier 

than six months after the first attempt. A student may be reexamined for the oral examination only once. 

Deadline extension. Requests for an extension on beginning the Qualifying Examination during or after the 

fifth semester of study should be emailed to the GPD at least 3 weeks before the end of the fourth semester. 

Students who fail to meet this milestone on time (without an approved extension) may not be eligible for 

Graduate School funded TA support in the upcoming semesters. This examination must be passed at least 

twelve months prior to the date of the awarding of the degree, as mandated by the Graduate School. 

5.4. Third-year Prospectus 

KEY DEADLINE: Students should complete this third year prospectus milestone to the satisfaction of the 

advisory committee before the start of their seventh semester (fourth year) of study to remain in good 

standing. 

While in their third year of the program, Ph.D. students must submit to their Advisory Committee a more 

extensive prospectus document that covers the specific plan for their dissertation. The student and their 

Advisory Committee may choose one of two formats for this document: 

● Grant Proposal Format. This format can be based upon the grant funding agency of the student and 

committee’s mutual designation (e.g., NSF, NIH, USDA). The student presents the plan for their 

dissertation, including extensive background, specific aims, experimental plan, and broader 

impacts/significance. Expectations for length are at Advisory Committee discretion, but typically these 

documents are approximately 12 pages in length (single-spaced text, 11pt font, including figures and 

tables, but non including references).  

● Dissertation Format. This format should ideally include at least one complete chapter/study of the 

students dissertation along with outlines for the other chapters. The outlines should include sufficient 



descriptions such that the committee is assured that timely completion is the likely outcome. 

Expectations for length are at Advisory Committee discretion, but typically these documents are more 

than 40 pages in length (double-spaced text, 11pt font, including figures and tables, but not including 

references,1.0” top margin, 1.0” bottom margin, 1.5” left margin, 1.0” right margin). The document must 

be formatted in accordance with the WFU Graduate School guidelines for the student’s year of 

graduation.  

Whichever format is chosen, the student should hold a meeting with their Advisory Committee, wherein they will 

present an overview of the document, accompanied typically by a slideshow. The student should also submit the 

actual written prospectus document to their Advisory Committee no later than two weeks before the scheduled 

meeting (see Section 2.9).  

Deadline Extension. Requests for an extension on this deadline should be emailed to the GPD at least 3 weeks 

before the seventh semester begins. Students who fail to meet this milestone on time (without approved 

extension) may not be eligible for Graduate School funded TA support in the upcoming semesters.  

5.5. Dissertation and Final Examination  

Students must write a dissertation and defend it successfully during an oral Final Examination (i.e., dissertation 

defense). The Chair of the Final Examination meeting is the External Member. Full guidelines for preparation of 

this document are available from the Graduate School. Required steps are as follows: 

1. Students must submit an “Intent to Graduate” form by the semester deadline set forth by the Graduate 

School. 

2. Students must submit a preliminary draft of their dissertation to their Examination Committee >6 weeks 

before the end of the semester of graduation. The Examination Committee must agree that the 

dissertation is defendable in order to proceed. 

3. If approved, the student should schedule both a public seminar and a private defense (see the Graduate 

School website for deadlines each semester). Students ready to schedule this seminar should email the 

GPD early in the semester or summer they intend to complete their degree to get more information on 

the procedure for scheduling their seminar.  

4. Students should submit the final version of the dissertation to their Examination Committee no later than 

two weeks before the defense date (see Section 2.9). Two Examination Committee members will serve 

as first and second dissertation readers. The Primary Research Advisor and first and second readers will 

have final editorial approval of the dissertation. Students are strongly encouraged to give all members of 

the committee the opportunity to provide editorial input for the dissertation.  

5. Upon completion of the defense, the committee Chair (i.e., the External Member) should submit the 

ballot to Sheila White (Graduate School Student Records Coordinator) via email (and copy the GPD) to 

indicate the outcome (Unconditional Pass, Pass Upon Rectifying Minor Deficiencies, Pass Upon 

Rectifying Major Deficiencies, or Fail). 

 

6. Teaching Assistantships 

Many graduate students are fully or partially funded through Teaching Assistantships (TAs) during their graduate 

study. All students must complete the WFU Graduate School and the Biology Departmental TA training before 

beginning teaching duties.  

Teaching assignments each semester will be determined by the Chair of the Biology Department and the Core 

Labs Manager. Teaching assignments for most students will involve guiding undergraduates in the core labs 

(BIO 150L or 160L), or laboratory sessions for the biology course offered primarily for non-majors (BIO 101). The 



Biology Department strives to create teaching assignments that are equitable in their responsibilities and time 

commitments, and congruent with graduate training goals. Students can request to teach a specific class in the 

Department of Biology, but placements cannot be guaranteed. Requests for a specific teaching assignment 

should be made to the Core Lab Coordinator well in advance of the upcoming semester. Please feel free to bring 

questions and concerns to the Core Labs Manager, the GPD, or Primary Research Advisor. 

6.1. Teaching Assistant professional expectations 

As a student teaching assistant in the Department of Biology, you are part of the Teacher-Scholar mission and 

tradition at Wake Forest University. The Department of Biology expects all Teacher-Scholars (faculty, staff, and 

graduate students) to carry out their duties in a manner that is conducive to a professional working environment. 

This expectation of excellence includes not just your time interacting with students in the teaching lab or 

classroom, but also preparing to teach, evaluating student work, and interacting with students, faculty, and staff 

members. 

The following are the general expectations of the Department of Biology for TAs. The Department of Biology also 

expects you to follow all instructions from the Core Labs staff regarding your specific teaching responsibilities: 

● TAs are expected to prepare for and participate fully and professionally in all official training sessions 

and weekly meetings with the Lab Coordinators. This includes being conspicuously present and 

participatory at digital meetings. 

● TAs are expected to follow the lab protocol as set by the Lab Coordinators, and not to deviate from the 

protocol, bypass steps, shorten the time, or change the scope of the experiment. 

● TAs are expected to make every effort to avoid time conflicts with their assigned teaching times and 

notify the Core Lab Coordinator and/or instructor of record if they have an unavoidable conflict to obtain 

a substitute. 

● TAs are expected to score assignments and enter grades into the grade book system in a timely manner 

by the deadlines set by the Core Lab Coordinator. 

● TAs are expected to mark and score assignments accurately and with due consideration. Manufacturing 

grades or negligent grading practices are a serious breach of your teaching responsibilities and the WFU 

Honor Code. 

● TAs are expected to be prompt in responding to communications from their students and the Lab 

Coordinators. Please try to respond to all student correspondence within 36 hours. Teaching Assistants 

are expected to notify their students and Lab Coordinators if they will be absent (for conference travel, 

etc.) and work with the Lab Coordinators to designate a substitute contact for questions. 
 

6.2. Teaching evaluations 

The Core Lab Coordinator will provide feedback about a TA’s performance to both the student and to the 

Graduate Committee. The Core Lab Coordinator’s assessment will be based on data obtained from 

undergraduate students, from other TAs, and from faculty, and may include direct classroom observations, end-

of-course student evaluations, the graduate student’s behavior during lab prep meetings, and other sources. 

Based on this assessment, the Graduate Committee will assign a grade of Satisfactory (S), Needs Improvement 

(NI), or Unsatisfactory (U). The GPD will then communicate the grade to the research advisor and specifically 

address any NI issues with them. PhD students are required to complete two semesters of TA service. Poor 

performance in a semester may result in that semester not counting toward fulfillment of this requirement, and 

two semesters of unsatisfactory performance may also lead to the loss of future TA funding.  

6.3. Additional training 



If a TA does not meet expectations, the Core Lab Coordinator will typically first work individually with the TA to 

address the issue. TAs are expected to promptly correct any issues identified by the Lab Coordinators or faculty 

mentors. If expectations continue to not be met, then the GPD and the student’s Primary Research Advisor will 

be notified of the issue and the student may be asked to meet with the Graduate Committee.  

In some cases, the Graduate Committee may recommend additional teaching training that will provide support 

and oversight for their training and development.  

6.4. Termination of Teaching Assistantship support 

If a TA continues to not meet expectations after initial recommendations for remediation, or in the case of a 

serious breach of professional ethics, Teaching Assistantship support and the associated stipend may be 

terminated by the Graduate Committee. As stated in the Letters of Award and Letters of Continuing Aid, the 

University reserves the right to withdraw Teaching Assistantship support for unsatisfactory academic work or 

unsatisfactory performance of your assigned duties. All remaining semesters of guaranteed support will be 

terminated if a student (1) leaves the program, (2) is dismissed from the program, or (3) graduates from the 

program. 

6.5. Additional TA support 

Standard admissions offers from the Graduate School include 10 semesters of TA support for Ph.D. students 

and 4 semesters of TA support for M.S. students. Additional semesters of TA support are not guaranteed, even if 

a student does not complete their program requirements. Requests for additional TA support are due by 

December 15th for the following academic year. These requests will be considered alongside new applications.  

Requests for additional support should be sent to the GPD and include letters of support from the Primary 

Research Advisor and from the Advisory Committee. Requests should include (1) why additional support is 

needed, (2) a statement addressing the availability or lack thereof of other support funds, and (3) a clear 

timetable for program completion. Requests made after the deadline cannot be guaranteed consideration. 

6.6. Outstanding TA Award 

The Outstanding TA Award is awarded to a student who has demonstrated excellence in their role as a Teaching 

Assistant. The Core Lab Manager will solicit nominations for this award in April of each academic year. The 

award may include a monetary prize, plaque, and addition to the awards display in Winston Hall. 

 

7. Professional Expectations 

7.1. Confidentiality 

We expect that students will maintain confidentiality of all unpublished research results (their own or of others), 

unless authorized by the Principal Investigator of the project. We expect that students will maintain 

confidentiality of internal matters pertaining to the operations and deliberations of the Department of Biology and 

Wake Forest University. 

7.2. Facilities, Equipment, and Supplies.  

We expect all students to appropriately use, manage, and maintain university, department, and lab physical 

facilities, equipment, and supplies. Intentional damage, misuse, or negligent misuse of facilities and equipment in 

the department beyond normal wear-and-tear or accidents is unacceptable professional conduct. This includes 



not receiving safety and use training on equipment. Students who do not take reasonable steps to use 

departmental equipment may be financially responsible for repair or replacement of equipment. Unauthorized 

tampering with research equipment, experiments, data, notebooks, supplies, or other resources belonging to 

another researcher is considered a serious professional breach and may constitute research misconduct. 

7.3. Financial Resources.  

All students are expected to appropriately manage financial resources and spend funds provided by the 

Department of Biology, WFU, a grant, or fellowship consistent with the expectations of the funding source. Use 

of the funds outside the funding source’s guidelines, including misappropriation of funds for personal use, is a 

violation of department professional standards (and may also constitute research misconduct).  

7.4. Outside employment and internships 

Students enrolled full-time on a Research Assistantship or Teaching Assistantship may pursue supplementary 

employment opportunities or paid internships, but only with permission from both the GPD and The Graduate 

School of Arts and Sciences.  

7.5. Public statements 

As students in the Biology Graduate Program, you are also representatives of the Biology Graduate Programs, 

WFU Department of Biology, and Wake Forest University. Members of our departmental community have a 

responsibility to take care in their public and/or online statements to make sure they are speaking on their own 

behalf and not speaking on behalf of the Biology Department or WFU. We expect that students will refrain from 

unprofessional conduct or remarks in public online spaces, especially in contexts where they identify themselves 

as a member of our departmental community. 

7.6. Seminars  

Biology Departmental Seminars (Mondays at 4:00 PM). High-profile scientists from outside the University are 

invited to share their research and meet with members of our WFU Biology research community.  

Other special seminars. Internal speakers (such as graduate students presenting their thesis/dissertation 

research), external guests, or journal club speakers.  

Attendance at these seminars is expected of all students in the program. A schedule of seminars for the 

upcoming semester is sent via email at the beginning of the term by the Seminar Committee Chair. Graduate 

students are encouraged to suggest potential seminar speakers for future semesters, as solicited by the Seminar 

Committee. 

7.7. Services 

Graduate students are expected to contribute actively to the academic, professional, and civic life of the   

program, department, and university. Our program values and recognizes service contributions as a 

meaningful part of graduate education. Forms of service may include, but is not limited to: participation in 

departmental or university committees; organization or support of academic events such as seminars, 

workshops, and conferences; representation of the graduate program at recruitment, orientation, or alumni 

events; outreach activities that promote science education or community engagement; and mentorship of 

undergraduate students or junior graduate students. Students should document their service activities in 

annual progress reports and CVs. 

 

8. Research funding opportunities and awards 

The Department of Biology is pleased to provide full tuition remission and stipend support. Additionally, financial 



support for graduate student research, travel, and other professional development. The availability of funding via 

each of these mechanisms varies from year to year. Please contact the GPD to better understand the 

opportunities available in any given year. These awards may be subject to taxes. Guidance is available online 

from the IRS: https://www.irs.gov/taxtopics/tc421.html. 

8.1. Biology Department Graduate Research Funds 

The Biology Department typically allocates research funds for each graduate student (approximately $700 per 

year per student). These funds are available for research costs (e.g., consumable laboratory supplies, chemical 

reagents, small equipment, etc.). Students should consult with their Advisor about proper uses for these funds. 

These funds are not for travel, or for any item that benefits solely the student and not the overall research 

mission of the lab. To request these funds, please email the Chair of the Biology Department. Any equipment 

purchased using these funds is the property of the Department, not the property of the student. 

8.2. The Alumni Travel Award 

The Alumni Travel Award is allocated by the WFU Graduate School. Students can find more information about 

this award on the Graduate School website. Funding is limited and students are encouraged to apply for this 

award early in the academic year.  

8.3. Vecellio Grants for Graduate Research 

Vecellio Grants for Graduate Research are used to support graduate training in biology by (1) providing 

competitive research grants of up to $1500, and (2) supporting participation in conferences and workshops. 

Vecellio Grants are competitive awards designed to reward graduate students making outstanding progress in 

their degree program and to recognize ability to write an effective proposal. Successful proposals will 

demonstrate merit clearly (importance of the project to science, project feasibility). The Vecellio Fund supports 

lab supplies and instruments; travel to and from study sites; fees at research stations and labs; registration 

and/or travel to workshops and to locations of research collaborators, and registration and/or travel to present at 

conferences in the USA (up to $300) or outside the USA (up to $800). Requests for stipends, tuition expenses, or 

funds for standard equipment and supplies (normally available in an institutional research laboratory) will not be 

awarded. Awards are subject to any restrictions related to the pandemic. Requests should go to the Vecellio 

Committee Chair. Requests for funds to present at a conference should have a parallel request to the Cocke 

fund; the two funds may support the need jointly. The amount requested from the Cocke fund should be a line in 

the proposal’s budget. Proposals to attend a conference should describe what amount that any existing grant 

(for example, to the PI) could supply if the Vecellio request were not awarded. Proposals to attend a conference, 

but not make a formal presentation there, will not be awarded. Registration fees for remote attendance and 

presentation at a conference is fine. Proposals should be written to a professional standard. Poorly written 

proposals will not be considered.  

8.4. The Grady Britt Fund 

The Grady Britt Fund is maintained by the Department of Biology to assist students in the area of parasitology 

(symbiosis). Funds may be used for a student’s research project, for travel associated with a student’s project, 

or for travel to scientific meetings. Students in parasitology or a related discipline must submit a request via 

email to the Chair of the Biology Department. 

8.5. The Outstanding Graduate Student Award 

The Outstanding Graduate Student Award is given each year to a graduating student who has excelled in the 

areas of research, teaching, and service. The GPD will solicit nominations for this award in April of each 

academic year. Awardees may receive a monetary prize, plaque, and addition of their names to the awards 

display in Winston Hall. 

https://www.irs.gov/taxtopics/tc421.html
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