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Qualifying Exam 

The Qualifying Examination (QE) is a formal evaluation of the student's ability to proceed to the 
Ph.D. level. The examination will focus on the student's proposed research subject. The student 
should show adequate knowledge of relevant background information, as well as in allied areas. 
Students preparing for the examination should become familiar with all areas of science that 
might be relevant to an effective pursuit of the proposed research. Questioning can cover 
technical and strategic issues as well as substantive knowledge. Although the QE is not intended 
as an assessment of the student's research accomplishment, those students who have accumulated 
useful results should present them. Questions arising from these results may then form part of the 
examination. It is not necessary for the student to take one month off prior to the QE to study. 

Evaluation Criteria 

     Originality of ideas (within reason) 

     Practicality of approach to the research problem 

     Depth of understanding of the research field 

     Grasp of relevant related research areas 

     Potential for scholarship 

All Ph.D. students must successfully complete the QE within the first 18-24 months of 
study. M.Sc. students currently enrolled in the Department of Human Genetics at McGill 
must pass the QE exam as a prerequisite to transferring to the Ph.D. program. 

The Examining Committee consists of the Supervisor, other SC members, and an additional 
external member suggested by the Supervisor and approved by the GTC. This member must be 
external to the department and must be in addition to any external member of the student's SC. 
The chair of the committee is a member of the GTC (or delegate). The role of the GTC Chair is 
to ensure fairness to the student and to uphold the standards of the Department. The Chair can 
ask questions and has a vote. Should you have any questions regarding the composition of your 
committee, please contact the Graduate Program Coordinator. 

* The examination MUST be postponed in the event that the external member, the chair, 
or two members of the committee are absent. 

NOTE: Students are required to add HGEN 701 during the official registration period for the 
term in which their exam is to be held. Additionally, the qualifying examination form must be 
submitted after examination, with the signature of all members in attendance in order for the 
official passing grade to be recorded on the student’s transcript.    
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Protocol for a Successful QE in Human Genetics 

 
What to do before your QE. 

1. Establish a Supervisory Committee* 
* at least one member (in addition to your supervisor must be a member 
   of the Department of Human Genetics) 

2. Have a first SC meeting. 
a. Repeat annually or more frequently as needed 

3. SC meeting report should indicate that the committee recommends that you move 
forward to Qualifying Exam. 

a. MSc students who wish to transfer this may be indicated on your first SC report, 
if the committee feels that you are sufficiently prepared and project is suitable or 
on your 2nd or 3rd SC meeting report. 

b. For PhD students – most commonly on your first SC report 
4. Register for HGEN701 in the term that you will do your QE. 
5. Preparing for QE. 

a. Start now!  Be reading papers every week.   
b. Discuss at your SC meeting 
c. Meet with your committee members 1-2 months in advance and discuss your 

preparation and find out what they expect you to know. 
6. Set a date well at least 1 month in advance.  Confirm date with Ross.  He will arrange for 

a Chair for the QE meeting. 
7. ONE week in advance you should send your written report, unofficial transcript and CV. 

(Hint: put time, date and place on cover page) 
8. Send a reminder the day before the meeting 

 
Who MUST be there? 

1. You 
2. Supervisor (and co-supervisor). 
3. SC members (2 or more faculty at least one of which is a member of Human Genetics) 
4. External member – external to department 
5. Chair (usually a member of the GTC) 

 
QE Format. 

1. Everyone arrives. 
2. Student leaves the room. 
3. Student presentation – 20 minutes (usually uninterrupted). 
4. Round 1 of questioning – usually 10-15 minute per SC member 
5. Round 2 of questions. 
6. Student leaves the room and a pass/fail decision is reached. 
7. Student is informed of decision. 

 
Requirements for Passing (minimum). 

1. Project must have a clear hypothesis and objectives that test the hypothesis. 
2. Student must demonstrate a satisfactory knowledge of their project and related 

literature. 
3. Students should have knowledge beyond their own immediate project but are not 

expected to have comprehensive knowledge of the field of Human Genetics. 
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