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REQUIREMENTS FOR THE M.S. AND Ph.D. DEGREES 

DEPARTMENT OF PHYSICS AND ASTRONOMY 

UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 
(Revised and Distributed: April 18, 2017) 

 

 The requirements for the Master of Science (MS) and Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degrees as 

described here supersede all previous versions.  University requirements are described in detail in the 

University of Pittsburgh Graduate and Professional Bulletin, which is available under Bulletins/Courses at 

http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/. 

 The graduate degrees offered by the Department of Physics and Astronomy are PhD in Physics (see 

Part A below) and MS in Physics (see Part B below). 

 

Part A.   THE PHD DEGREE IN PHYSICS 

A.1 REQUIRED COURSES 

 Except for students on a directed study plan, each PhD candidate is normally expected to take the 

following physics courses for credit preferably in the first year of graduate study, but certainly within the 

first two years of graduate study. All incoming graduate students that do not test out of PHYS 2513 

(Dynamical Systems), must enroll in Physics 2513 during their first year of study in the Department of 

Physics and Astronomy at the University of Pittsburgh. 

 

Core Courses (3 credits each unless noted otherwise) 

PHYS 2373    Mathematical Methods in Physics 

PHYS 2513    Dynamical Systems (MUST TAKE IN FIRST YEAR) 

PHYS 2541    Statistical Mechanics & Thermodynamics 

PHYS 2555    Classical Electricity & Magnetism (4 credits) 

PHYS 2565    Non-relativistic Quantum Mechanics I 

PHYS 2566    Non-relativistic Quantum Mechanics II 

 

Courses Required for Acceptance to Candidacy: 

PHYS 2997    Teaching of Physics (1 credit) 

PHYS 2998    Teaching of Physics (or Astronomy) Practicum 

  PHYS 2999 Physics and Astronomy Colloquium 

 

A minimum of 72 credits is required for the PhD degree, including any credits transferred.  As part of these 

72 credits, all students must take at least four advanced level (3000-level) graduate courses offered within 

our Department as described below in Section A.6. 

  

 

 

http://graduate.secure.pitt.edu/renasp/detail.asp
http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/
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A.2   POSSIBLE EXEMPTIONS FROM THE CORE PHYSICS COURSE 

 

 Some incoming students may earn exemption from some or all of the core courses in one of the two 

ways specified in this section. 

 

 A.2.a WRITTEN ADVANCEMENT EXAMS FOR NEW PHD STUDENTS 

 New graduate students, entering our program for the first time, may elect to take a written 

advancement exam in order to earn exemption from any (or all) of the six core physics courses.  Each exam 

will be set at a level comparable to the level of the Comprehensive Examinations in each of the courses (see 

Section A.5) below. The exams will take place prior to the start of the fall semester each academic year. In 

order to earn exemption from a course and pass the Comprehensive Examination in that course, a student 

must earn a grade of 60% or higher in the examination. Any student earning a grade below 60% in an 

advancement exam will be required to take the corresponding course and pass the Comprehensive 

Examination in that course during their first academic year in the program. 

 The following rules shall apply to all advancement examinations. 

1. Exams will be written, administered, and graded by a member of the faculty that has taught 

the relevant course within the 10 years immediately preceding the exam. This will be the 

faculty member that last taught the course unless unusual circumstances render this 

impossible. 

2. Exam results will be final and will not be subject to appeal. 

3. Students must notify the Department (via email to the Director of Graduate Studies and the 

Graduate Administrator) of their intent to take an advancement exam prior to 1 August of 

the year of their first entry into the graduate program. 

4. Students attempting an advancement exam may not enroll in the undergraduate-level course 

in that same core subject area. 

5. An attempt at a written advancement exam will be regarded as an attempt to pass the 

Comprehensive Examination in that subject (see Section A.5 below). Students may only 

attempt the Comprehensive Examination twice. Therefore, any student that fails to achieve 

the grade of 60% on the written advancement exam must pass the Comprehensive 

Examination in that course during the first academic year in the program. Failure to do so 

may result in termination from the PhD program in the Department of Physics and 

Astronomy at the University of Pittsburgh. 
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 A.2.b ORAL ADVANCEMENT EXAMS FOR STUDENTS ENTERING WITH A M.S. 

DEGREE IN PHYSICS OR ASTRONOMY 

 New graduate students entering our program for the first time that have earned a M.S. degree in 

physics or astronomy may be eligible to take an oral examination to earn exemption from the core courses 

in physics and pass the Comprehensive Examination. In order to be eligible for an oral test out exam, the 

student must have earned an M.S. degree in physics or astronomy at another institution. The oral exam is 

designed to streamline the transition into PhD research for those students that have taken their M.S. 

coursework elsewhere. 

 The following rules shall apply to all oral advancement exams. 

1. Only students with an M.S. degree may attempt an oral exam. In some cases, 

international students are admitted with a Bachelor’s equivalency. This is typically a 

combination of a 3-year B.S. and a 2-year M.S. The Dietrich School does not recognize 

such degrees as M.S. degrees. A student with a Bachelor’s equivalency is not eligible for 

the oral exam option. 

2. Students intending to take an oral advancement exam must notify the Department (via 

email to the Director of Graduate Studies and the Graduate Administrator) of their intent 

to take an oral advancement exam prior to 1 August of the year of their first entry into 

the graduate program. 

3. The oral exam will be administered by an ad hoc committee of three (3) faculty members 

who have taught one or more of the core subjects within the past ten years. Other faculty, 

not on the ad hoc committee, may sit in on the exam if desired. The exam will take place 

prior to the end of the second week of the fall semester, at a mutually agreeable time, 

and will not exceed two hours. 

4. The ad hoc oral exam committee may recommend that the student pass any, or all, of the 

core physics courses. Such a recommendation will exempt the student from the course(s) 

and constitutes passing of the Comprehensive Examinationz(s) (See Section A.5 below) 

in the course(s). 

5. The ad hoc oral exam committee may recommend that the student fail any, or all, of the 

core physics courses. Such a recommendation will require the student to enroll in the 

relevant course and to pass the Comprehensive Examination in that course during the 

first academic year in the program.  

6. Oral advancement exam results are final and are not subject to appeal. 

7. Students attempting an oral advancement exam may not enroll in the undergraduate 
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course in that same core subject area. 

8. An attempt at an oral advancement exam will be regarded as an attempt to pass the 

Comprehensive Examination in that subject (see Section A.5 below). Students may only 

attempt the Comprehensive Examination twice. Therefore, any student that fails the oral 

advancement exam must pass the Comprehensive Examination in that course during the 

first academic year in the program. Failure to do so may result in termination from the 

PhD program in the Department of Physics and Astronomy at the University of 

Pittsburgh. 

 

A.3  PRETESTS AND ADVISING; QPA REQUIREMENT

  The department requires that prior to the start of Fall classes the instructors for the first-year graduate 

core courses PHYS 2513, PHYS 2541, PHYS 2555, and PHYS 2565 test the incoming students on their 

mastery of the undergraduate physics prerequisites for these courses. This pre-test is used for diagnostic 

purposes only and does not bear on the standing of the student in the program. The student’s academic 

advisor, in consultation with the core course instructor(s), may advise students who do not perform well on 

the pre-test(s) to enroll in the advanced undergraduate version(s) of the course(s) before taking the graduate-

level core course(s) the following year. In exceptional cases in which the student’s academic advisor deems 

the student to lack sufficient undergraduate background to be in a position to succeed in the graduate 

courses, the student’s academic advisor may require the student to take the advanced undergraduate version 

of the course before taking the graduate version of the course in order to remain in good academic standing. 

This decision will be based on the student’s performance on the diagnostic pre-test and an interview with 

the student and will be made in consultation with the core course instructor(s). 

Graduate students must maintain a QPA of at least 3.00 for all required core courses and for all 

graduate courses overall.  PHYS 1341, 1370, 1371, and 1372 are considered to be substitute core courses 

for the purpose of QPA calculations and are acceptable for satisfying a portion of the MS course 

requirement.  (For QPA calculations letter grades are assigned the following values: D– = 0.75,  D = 1.00,  

D+  = 1.25,  C– = 1.75,  C = 2.00,  C+ = 2.25,  B– = 2.75,  B = 3.00,  B+ = 3.25,  A– = 3.75,  A = 4.00,   A+ 

= 4.00.)  The Graduate Bulletin describes the University’s regulations regarding grades.   
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A.4   PRELIMINARY EVALUATION

All graduate students must pass the “Preliminary Evaluation” at the end of their first academic year 

in the program. As outlined in the “Regulations Governing Graduate Study at the University of Pittsburgh,” 

the decision whether or not a student has passed the Preliminary Evaluation is based on the student’s 

performance in courses taken during the first two terms of study. A graduate student is deemed to have 

passed the Preliminary Evaluation if he/she has met the QPA requirement (QPA > 3.0) and has obtained 

final examination scores of at least 50% in graduate-level (2000-level) courses or at least 75% in the 1300-

level, advanced undergraduate courses in each of the following core subject areas: Dynamical Systems, 

Statistical Mechanics, Quantum Mechanics, and Electricity and Magnetism. The same standard for final 

exam performance applies to those students who were exempted from the course.  A graduate student who 

passes the Preliminary Evaluation is also considered to have passed the Comprehensive Examination for 

the MS degree and may apply for that degree as soon as all other requirements for the MS have been 

satisfied.  

    

Review process:  The Graduate Committee meets at the end of the Fall term to evaluate the course 

performance of the first-year students during their initial semester.  If the Committee finds that a student 

has failed to perform adequately, it will propose remedial steps to be taken during the second term.  The 

Graduate Committee reviews the performance of all first-year graduate students again at the end of the 

Spring term to determine whether or not they have passed the Preliminary Evaluation and possibly also the 

Comprehensive Examination.  In making its decision in the event of an inadequate final examination score 

the Committee may consider all aspects of a student’s academic record including other measures of 

competence. If the Committee concludes that a student has not passed the Preliminary Evaluation at the end 

of the first year, the Committee may grant that student a time extension of no more than one additional year; 

in that event the Committee will set specific conditions that the student must fulfill during that time. If the 

Committee determines that the student has not passed the preliminary evaluation and is not eligible to 

continue toward the M.S. or Ph.D. degrees, the student is entitled to appeal that decision. In order to appeal 

the decision, the student must submit a request in writing to the Graduate Committee to reconsider its 

evaluation within two weeks of receiving written notification of the decision of the Graduate Committee. 

The request must state specifically which decision is being appealed and give detailed reasons why the 

appeal should be considered. The Graduate Committee is not obligated to consider petitions received after 

this two-week period has expired and will consider such requests at its discretion. 
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A.5 COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION REQUIREMENT 

All doctoral students must pass the Comprehensive Examination by the end of their second 

academic year. As outlined in the “Regulations Governing Graduate Study at the University of Pittsburgh,” 

the decision whether or not a student has met the criteria for passing the Comprehensive Examination is 

based on the student’s performance on the final examinations in the six required graduate core courses listed 

in Section A.1. A graduate student is deemed to have passed the Comprehensive Examination if the student 

has met the QPA requirement (QPA > 3.0 in all classes and in the core physics classes) and has obtained 

a final examination score of at least 60% in each of the six core courses. As the Comprehensive 

Examination must be passed by the end of the second year, this means that each student gets two attempts 

to pass the Comprehensive Examination. The same standard for final examination grades applies to students 

who were exempted from the particular course. 

 

Review process: During its meeting at the end of every Spring term, the Graduate Committee reviews in 

particular the performance of all second-year students who have not yet have passed the Comprehensive 

Examination. In making its decision in the event of an inadequate final examination score the Committee 

may consider all aspects of the student’s academic record including other measures of competence.  If the 

Graduate Committee concludes that a student has not passed the Comprehensive Examination by the two-

year deadline, the Committee may grant that student a time extension of no more than one additional year; 

in that event the Committee may place the student on probation and it will set specific conditions that the 

student must fulfill during that time.   The Committee will review that student’s performance again at the 

end of that time extension to determine whether or not he/she has passed the Comprehensive Examination. 

If the Committee determines that the student has not passed and must leave the Ph.D. program, the student 

is entitled to appeal that decision by promptly submitting a written request along with a statement of the 

reasons. If the Committee determines that the student has not passed and must leave the Ph.D. program, the 

student is entitled to appeal that decision. In order to appeal the decision of the Graduate Committee, the 

student must submit a request in writing to the Graduate Committee to reconsider its evaluation within two 

weeks of receiving written notification of the Graduate Committee’s. The request must state specifically 

which decision is being appealed and give detailed reasons why the appeal should be considered. The 

Graduate Committee is not obligated to consider petitions received after this two-week period has expired 

and will consider such requests at its discretion. 
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A.6 ADVANCED TOPICS COURSES 

All students must take at least four 3000-level physics courses offered in our Department to 

earn the PhD degree. The 3000-level courses currently being offered are listed below; there will be 

additions, substitutions, and special courses over time.  The choice of courses should be made in 

consultation with the student’s research advisor who may recommend or require additional courses. In 

special circumstances, the 3000-level requirements may be modified subject to the approval of the Graduate 

Committee.  Additional curriculum recommendations may be found in Appendix II. 

 

3000-Level Courses 

3274 Computational Methods   

3542 Advanced Statistical Mechanics  

3580 Galactic and Extragalactic Astronomy 

3705 Astronomical Techniques 

3707 Intro to Many Body Physics 

3715  Solid State Physics 

3716  Advanced Solid State Physics 

3717 Particle Physics 

 

3718  Advanced Particle Physics 

3725 General Relativity I 

3726 General Relativity II 

3750 Stellar Structure  

3765    Field Theory 1 

3766    Field Theory 2 

3785 Cosmology 

 

 

A Directed-Study (PHYS or ASTRON 3902) or Directed-Research (PHYS or ASTRON 

3907) plan must be supervised by a faculty member. Registering for unsupervised Independent 

Study will be interpreted as registering to study for formal exams or simply to satisfy registration 

requirements as mandated in the student’s individual contract of support. 

Students supported with departmental Teaching, Research or Fellowship funds are expected 

to complete the core course requirements before taking optional or elective courses in other 

departments.  Requests to register for courses outside of the department must be approved by both 

the student’s academic advisor and the graduate director. Students supported by Research funds while 

completing degree requirements must also receive written approval from their research advisor in 

order to register for courses outside of the department. A copy of this approval must be provided to 

the Graduate Coordinator for the students records. 

  

A.7  RESEARCH AGREEMENT   

Within six months after receiving written notification of having passed the Comprehensive 

Examination each graduate student must file a completed Research Agreement which indicates that 

he/she has been accepted as a dissertation student by a research advisor.  This form must be filed 

with the graduate coordinator in accordance with the procedures detailed in Appendix I.  The research 

advisor and the student are jointly responsible for following these procedures.  Only graduate 



 

 

students who have a current executed Research Agreement on file may register for PHYS 3000 

(dissertation research). 

 

           If the chosen research advisor is from another department within the University, a graduate 

faculty member of the Department of Physics and Astronomy must serve as the co-advisor.  (See 

APPENDIX III) 

 

A.8 ADMISSION TO CANDIDACY 

  A student who has passed the Comprehensive Examination, has satisfied the required teaching 

courses, and has submitted a completed Research Agreement should, in consultation with his or her 

research advisor, file an application for admission to candidacy for the Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 

degree.  All students must be admitted to candidacy at least eight months before the defense of their 

dissertation.   

 

A.9 THE DISSERTATION COMMITTEE 

  Once the Research Agreement has been executed, the research advisor and the graduate 

student should discuss the membership of the student’s Dissertation Committee, which must be 

finalized within eight months after the graduate student has received written notification of having 

passed the Comprehensive Examination.  The composition of the Dissertation Committee must be 

as follows: 

   It consists of five faculty members, at least four of whom must be members of the Graduate 

Faculty. 

 Four of the Dissertation Committee members must hold a primary, joint, or secondary faculty 

appointment in the Department of Physics and Astronomy.  This departmental core group must 

include the student’s research advisor (or co-advisor, see Appendix III), who serves as 

Committee Chair, two other members who work in the same major research area 

(astrophysics/cosmology, condensed matter physics, particle physics, and physics education 

research) in which the dissertation research falls, and one member who works in a different major 

research area.  One of the two other members working in the same major research area as the 

dissertation must be a theorist and the other an experimentalist; if that is not possible, then the 

group of three members other than the Chair must include both theoretical and experimental 

expertise.  (Since the Dissertation Committee of a student in the area of physics education 



 

 

research cannot meet all of these conditions, the student’s research advisor should first consult 

with the Director of Graduate Studies and/or the Department Chair regarding the membership of 

the departmental core group.) 

 The fifth member of the Dissertation Committee must be a faculty member with science expertise 

whose primary appointment is in a department other than Physics and Astronomy.  (If this 

member is from outside the University of Pittsburgh, the proposed individual must be approved 

in advance by the Department Chair and the Assistant Dean of A&S Graduate Studies.  Typically 

the Assistant Dean requests a current CV and a letter from the student’s research advisor 

explaining the reason for proposing this individual. This proposed individual must have 

publications, supervised graduate student(s), and taught graduate course(s).  Essentially the 

equivalent of our Graduate Faculty. 

 In order to comply with the Graduate Program Assessment Matrix, Committee members 

complete an individual evaluation form at each doctoral committee meeting. (see Appendix IV) 

 

  The first meeting of the Dissertation Committee must be held within twelve months after the 

student has received written notification of having passed the Comprehensive Examination.  The 

University requires that the Committee meets with the student at least once every twelve months 

after that to assess his/her progress toward the PhD. The Committee has the authority to recommend 

or deny any extension of the statute of limitations, to require supplementary research, or the rewriting 

of any portion or all of the dissertation, among other actions, and shall conduct the final oral 

examination (dissertation defense).   (Refer to Appendix I for further details regarding the function 

of Dissertation Committees.) 

 

A.10 TEACHING, THE TEACHING REQUIREMENT, AND PRESENTATIONS 

Teaching is an essential element of graduate education. As such, all graduate students are 

required to serve as Teaching Assistants for either two regular academic terms or one regular term 

plus one six-week summer session. Qualified teaching activities must include contact with students 

such as teaching in a laboratory course or as recitation instructor. In order to satisfy the teaching 

requirement, the teaching assistant must have student contact hours (as in a recitation) for at least 

one semester. The teaching requirement cannot be satisfied under any circumstances through 

teaching responsibilities that consist entirely of grading (e.g., homework/exam/lab grading). 

Exemptions from the teaching requirements may be granted in special cases (for instance, if a 



 

 

graduate student can document substantial prior teaching experience). Students should familiarize 

themselves with the University’s Teaching Support (available through Center for Instruction 

Development and Distance Education, CIDDE) and the following departmental documents which 

may be found at the Department’s web site under Graduate Program:    

  “Responsibilities of Teaching Assistants and Teaching Fellows” 

“Guidelines for Proctoring Exams” 

“Resource Room Guidelines” 

“Guidelines of Financial Support” 

“Contractual Obligations” 

Students will be graded on their teaching performance. A committee comprised of the 

Associate Chair of the Department, the Chair of the Graduate Admissions Committee, and the 

Director of Graduate Studies will determine teaching grades. Teaching grades will be based upon the 

recommendations of the professor/instructor in charge of the course(s) in which the teaching 

assistants are employed and the student reviews of TA performance. Credit toward fulfillment of the 

teaching requirement of the Department of Physics and Astronomy will only be awarded to teaching 

assistants that receive a teaching grade of B or better for the semester or summer session. Repeated, 

unexcused failure to show up for classes prepared and on time alone suffices for teaching assistants 

to earn a grade below the B threshold without regard to any other considerations of teaching 

performance. Failure to receive a grade of B or better suffices for the Graduate Committee to find 

the student to not be in good academic standing. The consequences of being in poor academic 

standing include forfeiture of any funding guarantees, especially through teaching support, made to 

the student as part of their admissions offer and, possibly, not being permitted to continue in the 

graduate program in the Department of Physics and Astronomy at the University of Pittsburgh. The 

Graduate Committee will review such cases individually to render a final decision on the academic 

status of any student that has not performed teaching duties at an acceptable level. All aspects of the 

academic record of the student, especially past teaching performance, will be considered during the 

deliberations of the Graduate Committee. Teaching Assistants are notified and encouraged to review 

the results of the Teaching Evaluations at the end of the term. 

Students that have exhibited exceptional teaching performance, as determined by the TA 

Grading Committee discussed in the previous paragraph, may be deemed, by the TA Grading 

Committee, to have satisfied their teaching requirement after only a single semester of teaching. In 

these cases, teaching assistant must have had considerable contact with students and cannot fulfill 



 

 

the teaching requirement if their responsibilities were exclusively grading activities. The decisions 

of the TA Grading Committee are final and are not subject to appeal. 

Faculty supervisors are strongly encouraged to arrange for their graduate students to prepare 

and deliver a variety of presentations as they progress, from journal club discussions to informal talks 

at group meetings and formally announced departmental seminars. Advanced students should be 

encouraged to present results from their dissertation research at professional meetings.   

 

A.11 ELECTRONIC DISSERTATION 

 Information about preparing the dissertation electronically may be found on the Graduate 

Studies webpage at http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/dissertation.html.   

A.12 STATUTE OF LIMITATIONS 

 All requirements for the PhD degree must be completed within a period of ten years from 

the student's initial registration, or within eight years if the student was admitted with a Masters 

degree. 

 Under exceptional circumstances a candidate may apply for an extension of the statute of 

limitations. The request form must be approved by the Graduate Committee (currently we have the 

DGS or Assoc. Chair approve such requests) and submitted to the dean for final action. Requests for 

an extension must be accompanied by a departmental assessment of the work still required of the 

student to complete the degree as well as documented evidence of the extenuating circumstances 

leading to the request for an extension. Students who request an extension of the statute of limitations 

must demonstrate proper preparation for the completion of all current degree requirements. Arts & 

Sciences does not extend the seven-year statute of limitations of the Comprehensive Examination for 

the PhD under any circumstances. 

 

A.13 LANGUAGE   

  There is no foreign language requirement, but the student must demonstrate English language 

proficiency in compliance with university policy as described in the University’s Graduate Bulletin. 

 

A.14 PETITION PROCEDURE 

http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/dissertation.html
http://www.bulletins.pitt.edu/graduate/fasPhysics.htm


 

 

  The Graduate Committee consists of the academic advisors, the core course instructors, the 

admissions committee, the director of graduate studies, and the department chair.  It, or an 

appropriate subcommittee, is empowered to make reasonable modifications to these requirements on 

a case-by-case basis in response to a petition by a graduate student. A committee meets to consider 

proposals for directed study or research, to receive petitions to modify or set aside rules, and/or to 

redress grievances. 

 

Part B.  THE MS DEGREE IN PHYSICS 
 

   Any student admitted to the MS or PhD program in Physics and Astronomy prior to Spring 

2017 may earn a MS under the previous 24 credit guidelines.  See the Graduate Administrator or 

Director of Graduate Studies for questions. 

A minimum of 30 credits (3.0 GPA) is required for the MS for both thesis and non- 

thesis options. The student must be in compliance with all of the University’s degree 

requirements. At least four physics courses (12 credits) at the graduate 2000-level must be 

completed with a grade of B (3.00). A 3000-level course can be substituted for one of these, but 

only with the Academic Advisor’s approval. At most, up to 12 credits of 1300-level 

undergraduate coursework listed in the “Advising” section of this document as acceptable for 

graduate credit may also be used to satisfy the department’s 30-credit requirement. No more than 

six credits of graduate work completed at another institution may be accepted by the Graduate 

Committee toward the completion of the residence requirement. Credits earned for PHYS 2997 and 

PHYS 2998 may not be used to satisfy this requirement. No more than two non-physics 

graduate-level courses, approved in advance by the Director of Graduate Studies, will be 

considered for credit for the MS degree. 

 

B.1 COURSES: 

There are three ways to earn an MS degree: 

(1) Submit a thesis and complete at least six courses. Four courses must be at the 2000- 

level each with a grade of B or better. Courses and directed study/research credit must 

be accrued to reach the minimum 30 credit hours.  Courses may include up to four 

1300-level undergraduate classes and/or any number of 3000-level advanced 

graduate courses. 



 

 

(2) Submit no thesis and complete at least eight courses. Courses and directed 

study/research credit must be accrued to reach the minimum 30 credit hours.  Four 

courses must be at the 2000-level each with a grade of B or better. Courses needed 

to accrue the necessary credit hours may include no more than four 1300-level 

undergraduate classes and/or any number of 3000-level advanced graduate courses. 

(3) Submit no thesis and complete at least six courses at the 2000-level or beyond. In 

order to accrue the requisite 30 credits for graduation, the student may engage in 

Directed Study, Directed Research, or take additional, approved courses at the 3000-

level. 

 

B.2 GRADES: 

The candidate must maintain a GPA of at least 3.00 for all core courses and for all courses 

overall. 

 

B.3 COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION: 

The Comprehensive Examination for MS students is equivalent of the Preliminary Evaluation for 

PhD students.  Refer to Section A.3, Preliminary Evaluation. 

 

B.4 THESIS AND THESIS ORAL EXAMINATION: 

A thesis for the MS degree must represent either an original research project or a significant 

survey of some topic of current interest in physics. A student should find it possible, while 

carrying some course work, to complete the MS thesis in one term. A copy of the final draft of 

the thesis must be submitted to the department chair, and copies of the thesis must be distributed to 

the members of the Master’s Committee, a group of at least three members of the graduate 

faculty recommended by the professor guiding the student’s research and approved by the 

department chair. 

Information about preparing the thesis electronically may be found on the Graduate Studies 

webpage at http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/dissertation.html. 

 

A final oral thesis examination to determine the ability of the student to comprehend and to 

organize the materials of his or her field will be conducted by the Master’s Committee. In addition to the 

content of the thesis, the examination may cover the subject matter of the courses taken. 

http://www.pitt.edu/~graduate/dissertation.html


 

 

 

 

B.5 STATUTE OF LIMITATIONS: 

All requirements for the MS must be completed within a period of 4 calendar years from the student’s 

initial registration for graduate study. 

 

B.6 LANGUAGE: 

There is no foreign language requirement, but the student must demonstrate English language 

proficiency in compliance with University policy. 

 

B.7 PETITION PROCEDURE 

The Graduate Committee consists of the academic advisors, the core course instructors, the 

admissions committee, the director of graduate studies, and the department chair. It, or an appropriate 

subcommittee, is empowered to make reasonable modifications to t h e s e  requirements on a case-by-case 

basis in response to a petition by a graduate student. The Graduate Committee also meets to consider 

proposals for directed study, to receive petitions to modify or set aside rules, and/or to redress grievances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

APPENDIX I 

 

NORMAL PROGRESSION BEYOND THE COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION 
 

(Revised Version Approved by the Graduate Committee on Aug. 28, 2007)  

(PK/DT clarifications Jan. 2009, PK/AL/DT clarifications July 2009) 

 

 

 

The majority of the students admitted to our PhD program now satisfy all of the requirements for passing the Comprehensive 

Examination by the end of their first year.  All of them must do so by the end of their second year.  This Appendix describes in 

detail the benchmarks that our PhD students must achieve after passing the Comprehensive Examination and the time scale 

they are expected to adhere to in order to make satisfactory progress towards the completion of their degree objective. 

 

1. Finding a Research Advisor: 

It will generally take time to find a faculty member in the Department who does research in an area that is of interest to a 

particular graduate student, is willing to serve as that student’s research advisor, and is able to support the student. Therefore 

all PhD students are urged to begin this search as soon as possible and certainly within the first or second month after their 

arrival.  (If you want to request permission to perform your PhD research under the primary guidance of a faculty member 

outside the Department of Physics and Astronomy, please see Appendix III.)   

 

The decision to work together on a significant research project represents a long-term commitment for both the faculty member 

and the graduate student and therefore should not be taken lightly. Thus it is standard practice for the faculty member to “try 

out” the student by assigning some kind of experimental or theoretical project. This trial period will also give the student the 

opportunity to discover what it is like to work with that faculty member in that specialty area. Graduate students are 

encouraged to begin research as soon as possible after arriving on campus, so long as this work does not compromise 

performance in the core graduate courses and the Comprehensive Examination. At minimum, all graduate students who 

complete the first two semesters in good standing should use the summer months following their first year as an opportunity for 

working in a research group on a trial basis.  If necessary, they should continue to search actively for a research advisor during 

the early part of the fall term of their second year.   

 

Many of our graduate students are supported by the Department through the first two academic years, typically as Teaching 

Assistants (TAs), enabling the faculty members to “try out” the students who are interested in working with them for a term 

without having to support them financially. But all graduate students are expected to be supported as a Graduate Student 

Researcher (GSR) by their research advisor beginning with the summer that follows their fourth semester in our program.  

Therefore any student who has not found a research advisor by that time is in danger of being without financial support. 

 

2. Executing a Research Agreement: 

As soon as a faculty member and a graduate student have reached a mutual agreement to work together as research advisor and 

dissertation student, this understanding must be formalized by the execution of a Research Agreement (Part A of the Post-

Comps Progress Form which is available from the Department’s graduate secretary).  The upper section of Part A must be 

completed and signed by both the research advisor and the graduate student.  The graduate student is responsible for filing 

the completed Research Agreement with the graduate secretary within six (6) months after receiving written 

notification of having passed the Comprehensive Examination.  Only graduate students who have a current executed 

Research Agreement on file may register for PHYS 3000 (dissertation research). 

 

Once it has been executed, the Research Agreement should be regarded as binding on both parties.  Should unforeseen 

circumstances arise subsequently that preclude a continuation of productive collaborative research work, the Research 

Agreement must be formally terminated using the lower section of Part A of the student’s Post-Comps Progress Form; a reason 

must be given and all parties must sign.  When a research advisor concludes that a Research Agreement needs to be terminated, 

it is very important that the affected graduate student be notified in writing as early as possible, especially if the student will 

lose financial support. 

 

3. Forming a Dissertation Committee: 

Soon after the Research Agreement has been executed, the research advisor and the graduate student should begin to discuss the 

membership of the student’s Dissertation Committee.  (See Section A.9 of the Requirements for the MS and PhD Degrees for 

the rules regarding the composition of Dissertation Committees.)  When all members of the Dissertation Committee have been 

identified and contacted, and have indicated their willingness to serve, Part B of the graduate student’s Post-Comps Progress 



 

 

form must be completed and submitted, along with any required supporting documentation, to the Department Chairperson for 

review and approval.  The graduate student is responsible for filing her/his PCP Form with Part B completed and approved 

with the departmental graduate secretary within eight (8) months after receiving written notification of having passed 

the Comprehensive Examination. 

 

If it becomes necessary subsequently to change the membership of a Dissertation Committee, a Change in Dissertation 

Committee form (available from the graduate secretary) must be filled out and submitted by the graduate student. 

   

4. Dissertation Committee Meetings: 

Collectively the members of a Dissertation Committee have two principal responsibilities: (1) they serve as a broadly 

knowledgeable review and advisory board for the purpose of assisting the dissertation research project to progress at a 

reasonable pace from its beginning stage all the way through to its completion; and (2) they help maintain departmental quality 

standards in the level of dissertation research. 

 

The first meeting of a graduate student’s Dissertation Committee must be held within twelve (12) months after the 

student received written notification of having passed the Comprehensive Examination.  The graduate student is 

responsible for seeing to it that this is done.  The research advisor must remind the student of this responsibility.  At the 

first meeting of the Dissertation Committee the graduate student is expected to make a presentation which demonstrates that 

he/she has acquired an appropriate level of understanding of the physics concepts and the current state of knowledge in the 

specific research specialty area of the dissertation and, in that context, of the significance of the question that the dissertation 

research is setting out to answer.  (The material presented by the student at this meeting could later be part of the introductory 

chapter of the dissertation.)  The graduate student will also be expected to present a well-thought-out proposal of how the 

dissertation research is to be carried out.  The proposal should include time estimates for achieving a series of clearly defined 

milestones that can be used in subsequent meetings to monitor the progress of the project.  (The above scenario assumes that 

the student’s dissertation research consists of a single extended project.  In dissertations where this is not the case, the graduate 

student’s presentation should be appropriately changed to reflect this difference.)  At least one week prior to the meeting the 

graduate student must furnish each member of her/his Dissertation Committee with a brief written document (3-5 pages of text, 

not in power point “bullet” format) that summarizes the proposed research project, explains its significance, and provides 

milestones and time estimates for carrying it out; a copy of this document must also be given to the graduate secretary at that 

time for inclusion in the graduate student’s file.  Within 7 days after the meeting each member of the Dissertation 

Committee must complete a “Member’s Report of Dissertation Committee Meeting” (blue form) and transmit it to the 

Chair of the student’s Dissertation Committee.  Based on this input the Chair must then prepare a “Summary Report 

of Dissertation Committee  Meeting” (green form) and use it as the basis of a follow-up meeting with the graduate 

student which must take place within 2 weeks of the Dissertation Committee meeting.  The graduate student’s signature 

on this Summary Report indicates that he/she has received a copy and has had the follow-up meeting with the 

Committee Chair.   The research advisor is responsible for completing the appropriate section of the student’s PCP 

form and returning it to the Department’s graduate secretary along with the green form and all of the blue forms.  (The 

PCP form and the green form will be placed in the student’s file; all blue forms will be collected by the Department’s 

graduate secretary for future statistical analysis by the Graduate Program Assessment Committee.)  The graduate 

student is responsible for filing an application for Admission to Candidacy for the PhD degree with the Department’s 

graduate secretary at that time. 
 

In order for a student’s Dissertation Committee to be able to meet its mandate, the University of Pittsburgh requires 

that it is reconvened at least once every 12 months after the first meeting.  The graduate student is responsible for 

seeing to it that this is done.  The research advisor must remind the student of this responsibility.  At each of these 

meetings the graduate student is expected to summarize the work that he/she has accomplished since the previous meeting, 

discuss any significant unanticipated difficulties that have been encountered, review the rate of progress in terms of milestones 

met and unmet, and identify goals and milestones for the year ahead.  At least one week prior to each meeting the graduate 

student must furnish each member of her/his Dissertation Committee with a brief written report on the progress of the 

research project (3-5 pages of text, not in power point “bullet” format) that highlights milestones achieved and 

problems encountered, discusses actions taken in response to any shortcomings identified by the Dissertation 

Committee in a prior meeting and, if appropriate, provides a revised set of goals and milestones for the project.  The 

student should also use this write-up to inform the Committee of the titles and status of any papers submitted and of 

any research talks presented, both within the department and at scientific meetings; a copy of this document must also 

be given to the graduate secretary at that time for inclusion in the graduate student’s file. Within 7 days after the 

meeting each member of the Dissertation Committee must complete a “Member’s Report of Dissertation Committee 

Meeting” (blue form) and transmit it to the Chair of the student’s Dissertation Committee.  Based on this input the 

Chair must then prepare a “Summary Report of Dissertation Committee  Meeting” (green form) and use it as the basis 

of a follow-up meeting with the graduate student which must take place within 2 weeks of the Dissertation Committee 

meeting.  The graduate student’s signature on this Summary Report indicates that he/she has received a copy and has 



 

 

had the follow-up meeting with the Committee Chair.  The research advisor is responsible for completing the 

appropriate section of the student’s PCP form and returning it to the Department’s graduate secretary along with the 

green form and all of the blue forms.  (The PCP form and the green form will be placed in the student’s file; all blue 

forms will be collected by the Department’s graduate secretary for future analysis by the Graduate Program 

Assessment Committee.)  

 

At the final meeting of the Dissertation Committee the graduate student reports on the completed dissertation project and is 

examined on the details of her/his work.  In contrast to all of the preceding meetings, the date, time, and place of the 

dissertation defense must be publicly posted in advance and the meeting is open until the Dissertation Committee begins its 

final deliberation.   

 

No written progress report needs to be prepared prior to the final meeting of the Dissertation Committee, but the graduate 

student must strictly adhere to the rule that each member of the Dissertation Committee must be provided with a hard 

copy of the dissertation (complete with all indexes, chapters, figures, tables, equations, and appendixes) at least four (4) 

weeks in advance of the meeting date.  Likewise, neither the blue forms nor the green form need to be completed following 

the final meeting of the Dissertation Committee. 



 

 

POST-COMPS PROGRESS FORM 
 

Name of Graduate Student: _____________________________________________________________ 

Graduate Study Initiation Date: _____________ Date Passed Comprehensive Examination: ______________ 

PART A:  RESEARCH AGREEMENT 

I, ______________________, hereby agree to serve as Research Advisor for _____________________ 

I expect to support this student financially:  Yes / No  If no, please explain _______________________ 

Area of Research: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Preliminary Title of Project: ____________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Research Advisor_____________________________________  Date _____________ 

Signature of Student_____________________________________________       Date _____________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) _____________________________        Date _____________ 

Signature of Dept. Chairperson_____________________________________      Date _____________ 

 

TERMINATION OF RESEARCH AGREEMENT: 

In the event that the above agreement is terminated, the advisor and student must complete this section. 

Signature of Research Advisor_______________________________________  Date ______________ 

Signature of Student_______________________________________________  Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) _______________________________  Date ______________ 

Reason for termination:  

 

Signature of Dept. Chairperson ______________________________________   Date ______________ 

Signature of Dept. Chairperson_______________________________________  Date ______________ 

PART B: PROPOSED DISSERTATION COMMITTEE  

(Department Chairperson’s Approval Required) 

 

 

Approved by Dept. Chairperson: ______________________________________Date:_____________ 

 

 

 

Name

T heorist or 

E xperimentalist Subfield of Physics

Department (if other than 

Physics and Astronomy)

1

2

3

4

5



 

 

FIRST MEETING OF DISSERTATION COMMITTEE 

 

Meeting Date _____________ Expected date of dissertation defense________________ 

Changes in Committee ?  yes / no   If yes, elaborate ________________________________________________ 

Members Present____________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comments _________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student __________________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Research Advisor __________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) ___________________________________     Date ______________ 

 

SECOND MEETING OF DISSERTATION COMMITTEE – DUE DATE _____________ 

 

Meeting Date _____________ Expected date of dissertation defense________________ 

Changes in Committee?  yes / no   If yes, elaborate ________________________________________________ 

Members Present____________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comments _________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student __________________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Research Advisor __________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) ___________________________________     Date ______________ 

 

THIRD MEETING OF DISSERTATION COMMITTEE –DUE DATE _____________ 

 

Meeting Date _____________ Expected date of dissertation defense________________ 

Changes in Committee?  yes / no   If yes, elaborate ________________________________________________ 

Members Present___________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comments ________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student __________________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Research Advisor __________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) ___________________________________     Date ______________ 

 

 



 

 

FOURTH MEETING OF DISSERTATION COMMITTEE – DUE DATE ______________ 

 

Meeting Date _____________ Expected date of dissertation defense________________ 

Changes in Committee ?  yes / no   If yes, elaborate ________________________________________________ 

Members Present____________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comments _________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student __________________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Research Advisor __________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) ___________________________________     Date ______________ 

 

FIFTH MEETING OF DISSERTATION COMMITTEE – DUE DATE _____________ 

 

Meeting Date _____________ Expected date of dissertation defense________________ 

Changes in Committee?  yes / no   If yes, elaborate ________________________________________________ 

Members Present____________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comments _________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student __________________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Research Advisor __________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) ___________________________________     Date ______________ 

 

FINAL MEETING OF DISSERTATION COMMITTEE (DEFENSE) 

 

Meeting Date _____________  

Changes in Committee?  yes / no   If yes, elaborate ________________________________________________ 

Members Present___________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Comments ________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student __________________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Research Advisor __________________________________________     Date ______________ 

Signature of Co-Advisor (if applicable) ___________________________________     Date ______________ 

 

 



 

 

 

 

CHANGE IN DOCTORAL DISSERTATION COMMITTEE 

Graduate Studies, Arts & Sciences, 5141 Sennott Square 

 

Student:  ___________________________________________________________________________ 

Campus Address:  ____________________________________________________________________ 

Department:  Department of Physics and Astronomy        Social Security Number:  ________________ 

Major Advisor:  ______________________________________________________________________ 

Requested Change(s) in Dissertation Committee:  ___________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Reasons for Change(s):  _______________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Student________________________________________________   

Approval of Research Advisor__________________________________________   

Approval of Graduate Director __________________________________________   

Approval of Dept. Chairperson __________________________________________ 

 

 



 

 

 

 

  

 

 
 

  

APPENDIX II 

Curriculum Recommendations by Research Specialty from the Graduate Curriculum Committee 

 

(CURRENTLY UNDER REVISION) 
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