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Academics 
 
2.1 Degree Requirements 
 

2.1.1 Masters of Science (M.S.) Degree 
 
The physics and astronomy Master of Science may be terminal or an intermediate step toward a Ph.D. The 
MS degrees cab be obtained with a thesis or with a critical essay. In both cases, the final exam is oral, 
conducted by a committee of three departmental members of the graduate faculty approved by the Dean of 
the Graduate College. 
 
The program for the M.S. with thesis requires a thesis based on an original experimental or theoretical 
investigation by the candidate. The program for the M.S. with critical essay requires a critical essay on the 
literature of a particular area of physics. The format of the MS thesis or critical essay should be agreed upon 
in advance by the advisor and committee. In the event the comprehensive exam and MS exam are held 
together, a single document can be used to satisfy the requirements of both exams, with the prior agreement 
of the advisor and committee on the format of the document. 
 
Note: Those students who expect to continue their training through the doctoral degree may pursue a joint 
program for the master’s and doctoral degrees. In this case, the master’s examination may be combined with 
the comprehensive examination for the doctorate. The document submitted for the comprehensive exam may 
serve as either the thesis or as the critical essay. If the thesis option is chosen, the document must be 
submitted to the Graduate College as the thesis where an accompanying fee will apply. The examining 
committee will file separate reports of its actions on the final examination for the master’s degree and for the 
comprehensive examination. 
 
Master of Science in Physics 
 

For the M.S. with thesis or with critical essay, the candidate must complete a minimum of 30 semester hours 
of graduate work in courses numbered 4000 or above, of which at least 15 semester hours must be at the 5000 
or above level, and with a minimum average GPA of 2.75. For the M.S. with thesis no more than 6 of the 
minimum 30 semester hours may be in PHYS:7992 and PHYS:7990, and for the M.S. with critical essay no 
more than 4 hours. Seminars do not count toward the 30 semester-hour requirement. Up to one-third of the 
coursework may be in graduate courses in related scientific fields other than physics (e.g., mathematics, 
chemistry, astronomy, geology, and engineering), as approved by the Director of Graduate Studies. 
 

Prepare a thesis or critical essay and pass the Final Examination.  
 

Master of Science in Astronomy 
 

Candidate must complete a minimum of 30 semester hours of graduate work in courses numbered 4000 or 
above with at least 15 semester hours at the 5000 or above level, and with a minimum average GPA of 2.75. 
The 30 semester hours must include at least 12 s.h. chosen from: ASTR:6870 (Radiative Processes in 
Astrophysics); ASTR:6770 (The Interstellar Medium); ASTR: 6790 (Stellar Astrophysics); ASTR:6880 (High 
Energy Astrophysics); ASTR:6782 (Extragalactic Astronomy); ASTR:7775 (Special Topics: Astronomical 
Observations); ASTR 7830 (Space and Astrophysical Plasmas); PHYS 7760 (General Relativity); or PHYS 
7761 (Cosmology). For the M.S. with thesis no more than 6 of the minimum 30 semester hours may be in 
PHYS:7992 and ASTR:7991 and for the M.S. with critical essay no more than 4 hours. Seminars do not 
count for credit toward the 30 semester- hour requirement. Up to one-third of the coursework may be in 
graduate courses in related fields such as meteorology and electrical engineering. 
 
Prepare a thesis or critical essay and pass the Final Examination. 
The program for the M.S. with thesis requires a thesis based on an original experimental or theoretical 
investigation by the candidate. The program for the M.S. with critical essay requires a critical essay on the 
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literature of a particular area of astronomy. The format of the MS thesis or critical essay should be agreed 
upon in advance by the advisor and committee. In the event the comprehensive exam and MS exam are held 
together, a single document can be used to satisfy the requirements of both exams, with the prior agreement 
of the advisor and committee on the format of the document. 
 
Note: Those students who expect to continue their training through the doctoral degree, the master’s 
examination may be combined with the comprehensive examination for the doctorate. The document 
submitted for the comprehensive exam may serve as either the thesis or as the critical essay. If the thesis 
option is chosen, the document must be submitted to the Graduate College as the thesis where an 
accompanying fee will apply. The examining committee will file separate reports of its actions on the final 
examination for the master’s degree and for the comprehensive examination. 
 

2.1.2 Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) Degree 
 
The doctoral degree in physics may be completed with an emphasis in physics, or through the Astronomy 
Track, with an emphasis in astronomy. The degree requirements are similar for the two tracks, but the 
specific coursework requirements differ. Students who follow the Astronomy Track will receive a 
designation on their final transcript indicating that they have been awarded the Ph.D. in Physics (Astronomy). 
 
The Doctor of Philosophy program in physics requires a minimum of 72 s.h. of graduate credit, 
corresponding to coursework at the 4000-level and above. 
 
Progress in the Ph.D. program is tracked with the student’s pathway through research and with annual 
Individual Development Plans reviewed by the Director of Graduate Studies. 
 
Good standing typically involves B or better grades in all core/topical and elective courses and a 
commitment to the research effort outlined by the PhD advisor. 
 
All Ph.D. students must pass a Comprehensive Examination (see Section 2.5); participate in advanced 
seminars; do original research in experimental physics, theoretical physics, or astrophysics; and 
prepare and defend a written dissertation based on this work. 
 
The program of study for the Ph.D. with emphasis in physics or astronomy includes thorough course 
work in both classical and quantum physics for all students, whether their specialized research is to 
be in an experimental or a theoretical area. Students must take at least 24 s.h. of 5000-level or above 
courses in the department, excluding PHYS:7992 (Individual Critical Study), PHYS:7990 (Research: 
Physics), ASTR:7991 (Research: Astronomy), and seminars. 
 

Physics Track 
 

The following core graduate level courses are required for the Ph.D. with an emphasis in physics* 
 

*PHYS;4761-4762 Mathematical Methods on Physics 6 s.h. 
PHYS:5710 Classical Mechanics 3 s.h. 
PHYS:5730 Statistical Mechanics I 3 s.h. 
PHYS:5811-5812 Classical Electrodynamics I-II 6 s.h. 
PHYS:5741-5742 Quantum Mechanics I-II 6 s.h. 

 
* Advanced mathematics, such as complex analysis and tensor analysis, is used freely in these 
courses. An introduction is given in Mathematical Methods of Physics I and II. A math 
placement exam given during orientation will be used to help determine if you should take these 
courses. Students who pass the exam can be exempted from this requirement. 

 
 
 

http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
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Astronomy Track 
 

For the Ph.D. with an emphasis in Astronomy, students must complete at least four (12 s.h.) of the 
following topical courses: 

 
ASTR:6870 Radiative Processes in Astrophysics 3 s.h. 
ASTR:6785 The Interstellar Medium 3 s.h. 
ASTR:6790 Stellar Astrophysics 3 s.h. 
ASTR:6880 High Energy Astrophysics 3 s.h. 
ASTR:6782 Extragalactic Astronomy 3 s.h. 
PHYS:7760 General Relativity 3 s.h. 
PHYS:7761 Cosmology 3 s.h. 
ASTR:7775 Special Topics: Special Topics in Astrophysics 3 s.h. 
ASTR:7830 Space and Astrophysical Plasma Physics 3 s.h. 
PHYS:7905 Special Topics (course topic TBD) 3 s.h. 

 
In addition, each student must complete at least two (6 s.h.) of the following core physics courses: 

 
PHYS:5710 Classical Mechanics 3 s.h. 
PHYS:5730 Statistical Mechanics I 3 s.h. 
PHYS:5811-5812 Classical Electrodynamics I-II 6 s.h. 
PHYS:5741-5742 Quantum Mechanics I-II 6 s.h. 
PHYS:5905 Special Topics in Physics: “Edge of Space” 3 s.h. 

 
General Comments 

 

Doctoral students in both the physics and astronomy tracks must pass each of the six 5000-
level or above core/topical courses with a minimum grade of B. If they do not, they must 
retake the course to achieve the minimum grade. Exceptions to this rule may be approved by 
the Graduate Academic Affairs Committee on a case-by-case basis. 

 
Note that for both the physics and astronomy tracks, beyond the listed core/topical courses, two 
additional advanced elective courses at the 5000 or above level are required for the Ph.D. Topical 
courses may be used for an elective if they have not been identified as a core requirement for the 
Astronomy track. These courses must be taken at the University of Iowa and transfer credit 
cannot be used for the required electives. 

 
Because not all specialty courses are offered every year, students may wish to enroll in these 
courses in the first year to ensure adequate preparation for research in the subsequent year. 

 
After a student has a chosen a research specialty, they must submit a formal thesis proposal and 
defend the proposal in an oral comprehensive exam (Section 2.5). The appropriate thesis advisor 
then becomes the candidate’s general advisor and the chair of the comprehensive and final 
examination committee. The comprehensive exam is typically taken within one or two years after 
beginning research and must be taken at least one semester prior to the final thesis defense. 

 
Ph.D. candidates are recommended for the degree when they have written and defended their 
dissertation and, with the approval of their research advisor, have submitted the results for formal 
publication in a widely distributed, refereed scientific journal. 
 
 

  

http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
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2.1.3 Worksheets 

M.S. Astronomy Worksheet Name  
(2.75 minimum GPA required) 

 
Required 30 semester hours of 4000 level or above, with at least 15 at the 5000 or above level, and must 
include at least 12 s.h. chosen from: 

 
ASTR:6870 Radiative Processes in Astrophysics    
ASTR:6785 The Interstellar Medium    
ASTR:6790 Stellar Astrophysics    
ASTR:6880 High Energy Astrophysics    
ASTR:6782 Extragalactic Astronomy    
ASTR 7775 Special Topics: Astronomical 

Observations 
   

ASTR 7830 Space and Astrophysical Plasmas    
PHYS 7760 General Relativity    
PHYS 7761 Cosmology    

 
Up to one-third of the coursework may be in graduate courses in related fields such as meteorology and 
electrical engineering, and such courses are encouraged. 

 

   
Course # credits Course # credits Course # credits 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Total to date   Total to date   Total to date   

4000-5000 level  
 
Identify transfer credits in above categories with a T. 

  Residency met? (24 of 30 here) 

  10-yr old credits? 

5000+ level  

Individual Critical Study/Research   

Credits to date     

Total credits required   30_ 

Hours needed   

4000-5000 Level 
 

Up to 15 semester hours 
(with an average grade or 2.75 
or better) 

5000+ Level 
 

Up to 15 semester hours 
(with an average grade or 2.75 
or better) 

Individual Critical 
Study/Research PHYS:7992 & 
ASTR:7991 
(6 sh max with thesis & 4 sh max 
with critical essay) 
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M.S. Physics Worksheet Name  
(2.75 minimum GPA required) 

 
Required 30 semester hours of 4000 level or above, with at least 15 at the5000 level. 

 
Up to one-third of the coursework may be in related scientific fields other than physics and mathematics – 
for example, chemistry, astronomy, geology, or engineering. 

 

   
Course # credits Course # credits Course # credits 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Total to date   Total to date   Total to date   
 

4000-5000 level  
Identify transfer credits in above categories with a T. 

Residence requirement met:   yes;  no 

  10-yr old credits? 

5000 level  

Individual Critical Study/Research   

Credits to date     

Total credits required   30_ 

Hours needed   

4000-5000 Level 
 

Up to 15 semester hours 
(with an average grade or 2.75 
or better) 

5000+ Level 
 

Up to 15 semester hours 
(with an average grade or 
2.75or better) 

Individual Critical 
Study/Research 
PHYS:7992 & 
PHYS:7990) 
(6 sh max with thesis & 4 sh 
max with critical essay) 

http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
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P.h.D. Plan of Study Worksheet- Physics or Astronomy Track    Name ________________________ 
(3.00 minimum GPA required) 

 
72 total semester hours are required with at least 24 semester hours at the 5000 or above level. Specific 
course requirements are given in Section 2.1.2. 

 

4 Topical Courses (12 s.h.); 2 
Physics Core Courses (6 s.h.) 

 
24-hour required 
(excluding PHYS:7990-7992 and 
seminars) 

Research/Seminars 
 

PHYS:7990-7992 & seminars 

Other 
2 Additional 5000 level courses 

(6 s.h.) 
This leaves 48 s.h. which can be 
Research hours or 4000+ level classes 
(even from different approved dept) 

 

Course # credits Course # credits Course # credits 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Total to date   
 

Identify transfer credits in above categories with a T. 

Total to date   Total to date     

5000 level  

Research/Seminars   

Other   

Total Credits to date    

Total credits required    72_ 

Total additional hours required   

Residence Requirement: 
 

Of the required 72 s.h., at least 39 must be earned while registered in the 
University of Iowa Graduate College and after formal program admission. 
The required elective courses must be included in these 39 s.h. 

http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
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2.2 Expectation for Enrollment as Full-Time Student* 
 
The rules that define full-time graduate student enrollment status can be found in the University General Catalog 
and/or the Graduate College Manual. Here we briefly summarize those rules. If you have questions about the rules 
or how they may apply in your case, see your advisor or the Director of Graduate Studies. 
 
Full-time graduate student status normally requires enrollment in a minimum of 9 s.h. at the 4000 level or 
above at UI during the fall and spring semesters of each academic year. Exceptions to the 9 s.h. rule are 
noted below. Course registration is not required during the summer provided the student intends to register 
for full-time status during the ensuing fall semester. Also please note that the specific enrollment 
requirements for full-time status are somewhat more stringent for international graduate students because of 
additional immigration rules for international students. Tuition scholarship is not available during the 
summer. 
 
Full time graduate students in the Ph.D. program are normally expected to register for a minimum of 9 s.h. of 
graduate level work each semester until the minimum required 24 s.h. of coursework at the 5000 or above 
level has been completed. The required courses are delineated in Section 2.1.2 for both the Physics and 
Astronomy Tracks. Once the minimum required 24 s.h. of coursework has been completed, students may 
petition to take fewer than 9 s.h. per semester by asking the Graduate Program Coordinator to submit a “short 
hours workflow form” available through the Registrar’s Office. Such a petition may be justified based on one 
or more of the following conditions and must be approved by the Department. 
 
Justification for registering for fewer than 9 s.h.: 
 
The student is engaged in: 
 

o Research in fulfillment of a degree requirement 

o Writing a thesis or dissertation 

o Preparing a prospectus 

o Gaining facility in a foreign language or other tools 

o Preparing for a comprehensive/final examination 

o Internships 

o Research/Teaching Assistantship (RA/TA) 
 
International students requesting to register for fewer than 9 s.h. must also fill out an additional form 
available through OISS: 
 
http://international.uiowa.edu/ui-departments/enrollment-rules 
 

This form requires justification based on at least one of the following conditions: That the 
student has: 
 

o Graduate Assistantship and registered in at least 6 hours 

o Completed/is currently completing all required coursework and is preparing for a 

Comprehensive Examination 

o Completed/is currently completing all required coursework and is making normal progress on 
Thesis/Dissertation 

 
 
 
 

https://international.uiowa.edu/ISSS/departments/advising/enrollment-rules#:%7E:text=U.S.%20immigration%20law%20requires%20international,semester%20hours%20for%20graduate%20students.
https://international.uiowa.edu/ISSS/departments/advising/enrollment-rules#:%7E:text=U.S.%20immigration%20law%20requires%20international,semester%20hours%20for%20graduate%20students.
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When considering whether to petition for a reduction in the required 9 s.h. enrollment rule it is important to 
remember that the total hours and Graduate College residency requirements must also be met. These require 
72 semester hours total of graduate level work, and satisfaction of the following UI Graduate college 
residency requirement: 
 
Residency Requirement for the Doctoral Degree: 
Student registration should reflect accurately the amount and kind of work undertaken in the Graduate 
College. The Ph.D. and D.M.A. are granted primarily on the basis of achievement, and engagement with 
one’s discipline is an important part of achieving quality in a dissertation. The purpose of the registration 
requirement is to promote a high level of intellectual and scholarly activity. These requirements foster 
intensive, concentrated engagement over an extended period of time with the faculty members and graduate 
students in a student’s program. All doctoral programs will contain a minimum of 72 semester hours of 
graduate work. Of those 72 semester hours, at least 39 must be earned while registered in The University of 
Iowa Graduate College. 
 
After completing 21 semester hours of graduate work under Graduate College registration and in compliance 
with the Graduate College policy for time limits on academic credit, i.e., courses ten years or older may not 
be counted toward the degree, students must complete an additional 18 semester hours to be taken as follows: 
(1) enrollment as a full‐time student (9 semester hours minimum) in each of two semesters, 

or  
(2) enrollment for a minimum of 6 semester hours in each of three semesters. 
 
A student must be registered in the semester in which (s)he earns her/his degree 
 
* The specific rules regarding full-time enrollment status and residency are dictated by the UI Graduate 
College and/or Immigration Law and are subject to change. It is the student’s responsibility to ensure that 
all the legal requirements for enrollment status and residency are met. If you have any questions in this 
regard you are advised to contact the Graduate College or the International Student Services Office. 
 
2.3 Progress to the Degree 

Graduate students are expected, on a continuing basis, to make reasonable progress toward their degree goal. 
Continued financial support, though a graduate assistantship (TA or RA) or fellowship, is contingent on such 
progress. Because individual circumstances vary, it can be difficult to specify in every case what constitutes 
adequate progress toward the degree. For example, some of the coursework requirements may be delayed for 
students who begin significant research activities in the first two years. In addition, it is not uncommon for 
students to change research advisors, which can delay reaching various milestones. The discussion here is not 
intended to dissuade students from starting research early, or from changing research advisors or topics if 
they feel that would be in their best interests. Every spring you must complete the online annual progress 
report describing your research progress including any significant results or difficulties that you have 
encountered (see forms on departmental webpage. However, a general schedule and set of milestones is 
suggested below for both M.S. and Ph.D. students: Progress to the M.S. Degree (see M.S. requirements in 
Section 2.1.1): 
 

1. By the end of the 2nd semester at UI: 
* Complete 18 s.h. of graduate level coursework, including 9 s.h. at the 5000 or above level. 
* Identify a faculty advisor and topic area for a research thesis or critical essay. 

2. By the end of the 3rd semester at UI: 
* Complete 27 s.h. of graduate-level coursework including at least 12 s.h. at the 5000 or above 

level 
* Make substantial progress in research or review work for your thesis or critical essay. 
* In consultation with your advisor select your examination committee. 

3. By the end of the 4th semester at UI: 
* Complete all coursework requirements 
* Complete and defend your M.S. thesis or Critical Essay. 
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Progress to the Ph.D. Degree (see Ph.D. requirements in Section 2.1.2): 
1. By the end of the 2nd semester at UI: 

* Complete 18 s.h. of graduate level credit including at least 9 s.h. of coursework at the 5000 or above 
level. 

* For international students pass the ESPA/ELPT Exams+ 
2. By the beginning of the 4th semester at UI: 

* Complete 27 s.h.of graduate level credit including at least 12 s.h. of the required 5000 or above level 
coursework 

3. By the end of the 4th semester at UI: 
* Complete the required 24 s.h. of graduate level coursework at the 5000 or above level. 
* Identify a faculty research advisor. 

4. By the end of the 5th semester at UI, and in consultation with your research advisor: 
* Identify a research topic or question 
* Begin preparing your Comprehensive Exam research proposal 
* Select your Comprehensive Exam/ Dissertation committee. 

5. By the end of the 6th semester at UI: 
* Complete the Comprehensive Examination 
* Complete the Ph.D. residency requirement. 

6. Subsequent to the passing the Comprehensive Exam: 
* Complete the online annual progress report describing your research progress including any 

significant results or difficulties that you have encountered (see forms on departmental webpage. 
* Have annual post comps review meetings to discuss your progress with your Dissertation committee, 

scheduled by you and your advisor. 
 
+ Teaching assistants whose first language is not English are expected by the end of your first year as a teaching 
assistant to have attained a B certification from the English as a Second Language (ESL) office. The College of 
Liberal Arts and Sciences will not approve any appointments for second year teaching assistants who have not met 
this criterion. 
 
2.4 Annual Review of Progress 

The Graduate Coordinator, the Director of Graduate Studies, and the faculty are committed to keeping you on 
track so you may develop skills suitable for your career goals in discovery and communication of science. To 
this end, we have eliminated the PhD qualifying exam and in instead take a holistic approach of reviewing 
your coursework and academic achievements through an annual career goal meeting with you and your 
advisor. This may include taking an Individual Development Plan (IDP) that can improve the communications 
channels between you, your advisor and/or other mentors. Through the Graduate Student Advisory 
Committee (GSAC), the graduate students are part of the governing body of the department and in 
partnership with the faculty we are able to meet your needs as best as possible. 
 
2.5 Comprehensive Exam Guidelines 
 

2.5.1 Objective of the Comprehensive Examination 
 
The intent of the Comprehensive Exam is to solidify the program of research proposed for the doctoral thesis 
and to obtain approval for this course of research from the Ph.D. thesis committee. The Comprehensive 
Exam involves the formal presentation of the proposed thesis research plan, including a review of the 
scientific background and relevant literature, and a summary of the preliminary work completed (if any). 
The exam itself is comprised of a written thesis proposal and an oral defense of that proposal before the 
Ph.D. thesis committee. 
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In the Comprehensive Exam the student is expected to demonstrate a clear understanding of the relevant 
scientific background to the project, present a clear statement of the research questions to be addressed, and 
outline a research plan for addressing those questions. It is important to note, however, that it is not necessary 
for the student to guarantee that all aspects of the proposal will work as expected, because that would require 
the research to be essentially done. It is also not necessary for the final dissertation to be on the same topic 
that they defend at the Comprehensive Exam, should the research take a different, but justifiable, direction. 
 
Note: Those students who expect to continue their training through the doctoral degree may pursue a joint 
program for the master’s and doctor’s degrees. In this case, the master’s examination may be combined with 
the comprehensive examination for the doctorate. The document submitted for the comprehensive exam may 
serve as either the thesis or as the critical essay. If the thesis option is chosen, the document must be 
submitted to the Graduate College as the thesis where an accompanying fee will apply. The examining 
committee will file separate reports of its actions on the final examination for the master’s degree and for the 
PhD comprehensive exam. 
 

2.5.2 Scheduling the Comprehensive Examination 
 
• The Comprehensive Exam must be passed at least one semester prior to the final thesis defense. 

Please fill out the “Notification to take Comprehensive Exam” form found on the website and give to 
the Graduate Program Coordinator (Rm 202 VAN) one month before your exam. 

• It is recommended that the Comprehensive Exam be taken within two years after beginning a research 
program. 

• A copy of the written proposal should be given to each committee member at least two weeks prior to the 
scheduled oral examination. 

 
2.5.3 Selection of the Ph.D. Thesis Committee 
 
The Comprehensive Exam Committee generally also serves as the Ph.D. Thesis Committee. In each case, the 
makeup of the Committee will be determined by the advisor, in consultation with the student. This committee 
must be approved by the Departmental Executive Officer. 
The Ph.D. Thesis Committee will consist of four members as follows: 

• the student’s advisor, who will serve as chair of the committee 
• two additional members from the Department of Physics and Astronomy 
• one member from outside the Department. The outside member must hold a Ph.D. and have a 

tenure track faculty position or equivalent position in a research institution or industry. Please 
send the Graduate Program Coordinator an electronic copy of the outside member’s CV if they 
are from outside the University of Iowa. 

 
Once the Committee has been approved by the DEO and Graduate College and at least three weeks prior 
to the exam, the following information must be provided to the Graduate Program Coordinator: 

• names and titles of committee members 
• date, time, and location of exam 
• completed Doctoral Plan of Study (the Graduate Program Coordinator will fill this out for you). 
 

2.5.4 Format of the Written Thesis Proposal 
 
The Comprehensive Examination is an evaluation of the prospective thesis topic and the student’s mastery of 
subjects in the research area of the proposed thesis. The proposal, which should be prepared in close 
consultation with the student’s advisor, must demonstrate significant and thoughtful consideration of the 
thesis problem and clear evidence that the student is prepared to carry out the research in the proposed area. 
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The format and structure of the Comprehensive Exam is intended to be flexible. However, the proposal itself 
should consist of the following sections: 

1) Abstract: A brief summary of the proposed research program. 

2) Scientific Background: The proposed research should be placed in the appropriate scientific 
context, with a concise presentation of the central scientific issues and a review of the relevant 
scientific literature. This section should include a clear statement of why the proposed 
research problem is important. 

3) Methodology: An outline of the methodology to be used. 

4) Previous Work: An overview of the results of preliminary research completed in 
preparation for the project. 

5) Proposed Work: A description of the proposed work to be completed for the project. 

 
The length of the written proposal should be approximately 15 pages, not including the reference list, although 
deviations from this standard are allowed at the discretion of the student’s advisor. 
 
Depending on timing of the Comprehensive Exam, Sections (4) and (5) may carry different weights: a student 
at an early stage may have few (or even none) preliminary results but present a clearly defined work plan, 
while a student at a later stage may have already completed a substantial fraction of the final dissertation 
work. 
 
2.5.5 Format of the Oral Defense 
 
The oral defense of the thesis proposal before the Ph.D. Thesis Committee is a key element of the 
Comprehensive Examination. The student should prepare an approximate 45-minute presentation of their 
thesis proposal, allowing ample time for questions from members of the committee. The presentation should 
demonstrate the student’s mastery of the subject matter of the research area, identify the research problem to 
be tackled and address the importance of the research in the context of the discipline, and lay out the plan of 
the proposed research, including a review of the preliminary research completed. The oral defense 
represents an opportunity for the committee to evaluate the scope of the proposed research as well as the 
suitability of the research as the basis for awarding the Ph.D. degree. 
 
2.6 Progress toward a degree after the comprehensive exam 
 
In order to assure that students make timely progress toward their degree, the student’s advisory committee has 
responsibility for oversight of the student’s progress toward the degree. 
 
Specifically, 
• The student should prepare an annual written report to be distributed to the internal members (Physics 

and Astronomy) of their thesis committee. This is typically a one-page summary of the research progress 
including any significant results or problems that may have been encountered in the project 

• The annual progress report should be approved by your thesis committee. 
 

2.7 Review of Requirements for the PhD degree 
 
Complete the departmental course requirements, find an advisor, do research, write thesis, complete 72 hours 
of credit and handle all paperwork to satisfy these requirements. The UI Catalog has all of these requirements 
listed. Please be sure that the Graduate Program Coordinator has copies of everything you do for this. 
 
 

http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
http://www.registrar.uiowa.edu/registrar/catalog/liberalartsandsciences/physicsandastronomy/
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Comprehensive Exam 
 
Prepare for comprehensive exam, ideally by the end of the third year, in consultation with your research 
advisor. Note, the comprehensive exam cannot be taken in the same semester as the thesis defense, and you 
must be registered during the semester you do the comprehensive exam. Note that if you do your comps in the 
summer, you must be enrolled for the summer session. 
 
Prepare PhD Thesis and Thesis Defense 
 
You and your advisor will decide when to plan for the final thesis defense. It is your responsibility to know 
the Graduate College deadlines and when the thesis deposit date is. (See link below for deadlines) It must 
follow various formatting rules, see: 
Thesis and Dissertation | Graduate College - The University of Iowa (uiowa.edu) 
 
Note that you must be a registered student in the semester in which you graduate. In fact, students must have 
continuous registration after completing the comprehensive exam (summers excepted, unless you wish to 
graduate in the summer). 
 
Generally, the completed PhD thesis is sent to committee members at least two weeks in advance of the 
thesis defense date. Once you have your defense date and time set, submit the “Notification of Intent to 
Defend” form to the Graduate Program Coordinator. She will then submit the “Request for Final 
Examination” form to the Graduate College. 
 
See Graduate College deadlines for when this final exam report is due. This is your responsibility! 
Deadlines | Graduate College - The University of Iowa (uiowa.edu) 
 
Sometimes the final exam is passed, but the thesis needs revisions before the thesis is signed. To graduate in a 
given semester, the changes need to be made before the deadline. Summer degrees are awarded, but no 
summer graduation ceremonies are held. If you make your thesis deposit after the deposit deadline, but before 
the first day of classes in the new semester, you may register “Early Clearance Registration” through the 
Graduate College which has minimal fees. 
 
Graduate College Deadlines 
 
http://www.grad.uiowa.edu/deadlines for graduation applications, final exam requests, final exam report and 
thesis deposit. 
 
Fees: Graduate Assistant/Fellow Tuition and Fees | Office of the Registrar (uiowa.edu) 
 
2.8 Academic Dismissal of Graduate Students 
 
It is expected that graduate students will conform to the requirements set forth in the Manual of Rules and 
Regulations of the Graduate College and follow, as closely as possible, the program design as outlined in 
this Handbook. See https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/manual/academic-program with attention to Section 
IV. 
 
There are several instances where dismissal of graduate students from the department's program of study is 
inferred. To make these as explicit as possible, the student's attention is called to the following situations: 
 

A. Doctoral Students. A doctoral student on regular status shall be placed on academic probation if, after 
completing 9 semester hours of graded (A, B, C, D, F) graduate work at The University of Iowa, the 
student's UI Cumulative GPA falls below 3.00. A student regains good academic standing when their UI 
Cumulative GPA returns to 3.00.  
 
 

https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/thesis-and-dissertation
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/deadlines
http://www.grad.uiowa.edu/deadlines
https://registrar.uiowa.edu/graduate-assistantfellow-tuition-and-fees
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/manual/academic-program
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If, after completing 9 more semester hours of graded (A, B, C, D, F) graduate work at this University, the 
student's UI Cumulative GPA remains below 3.00, the student will be dropped from the degree program 
and denied permission to re-register within any Graduate College doctoral degree program. The student 
may apply for and be accepted into a non-doctoral degree or certificate program. 

B. Non-doctoral Students. A non-doctoral departmental (master's, professional improvement, certificate) 
student, except one on conditional status, shall be placed on academic probation if, after completing 9 
semester hours of graded (A, B, C, D, F) graduate work at The University of Iowa, the student's UI 
Cumulative GPA falls below 2.75. A student regains good academic standing when his or her UI 
Cumulative GPA returns to 2.75, or greater. If, after completing 9 more semester hours of graded (A, B, 
C, D, F) graduate work at the University, the student's UI Cumulative GPA remains below 2.75, the 
student will be denied permission to re-register within any Graduate College degree program. 

 
Non-doctoral, non-departmental (non-degree, extension, workshop) students shall be evaluated for 
academic probation and dismissal based on the same semester-hour sequence as stated above, at a 
minimum UI Cumulative GPA of 2.50. 

 
C. Restrictions on Student Probation. A student on probation shall not be permitted to take comprehensive 

or final examinations leading to any degree or certificate, nor may the student receive any graduate degree 
or certificate. 

 
D. Departmental Regulations and Dissemination of Information. In addition to the above University-

wide requirements, departments may establish further requirements which then determine the individual 
student's standing with regard to probation and dismissal. To this end, each department or program shall 
compile a written list of standards and procedures for work in that area. These documents shall be on file 
in each departmental office and the office of the Graduate College dean. Copies are to be available for 
students in the departmental office, and departments shall make all reasonable efforts to inform students. 
Subsequent changes in standards or procedures shall be communicated by the department to each student 
and the Graduate College dean. Whenever departments revise standards for a given program, the new 
regulations will not apply retroactively to the disadvantage of those already in the program. In addition to 
notifying students that they are subject to the rules of the Graduate College as set forth in the Manual of 
Rules and Regulations, any standards established by the department more stringent than the general 
Graduate College requirements shall be stated. 

 
Information shall be provided outlining required courses applicable to the various departmental programs 
of study, examination procedures and other formal evaluations, departmental policies with regard to 
awarding and renewing assistantships, time limits on programs of study, departmental registration policies, 
departmental grade-point requirements, requirements for changing from one degree program to another 
within the department, especially from the master's to the doctor's degrees, departmental probation and 
dismissal policies and procedures (see E following), and other matters as are appropriate. The nature of the 
departmental advisory system shall be explained to incoming students. 

 
E. Academic Progress, Departmental Probation, and Dismissal Procedures. Students will be reviewed 

yearly by their advisor or the DGS. If a student is failing to meet departmental standards, the department 
shall warn the student of this fact in writing. The notification shall specify in what way(s) the student is 
failing to meet the standards. The student shall be provided a reasonable amount of time to meet the 
standards prior to departmental dismissal. If conditions such as conditional admission or probation are 
imposed, the department shall give at the time of its imposition written explanation of this status and its 
time limits. 

 
A student who will not be permitted to re-register for failure to meet standards shall be notified of this 
fact in writing with reasons for the action provided. Such dismissal may follow failure to meet 
conditions of admission, conditions of probation, pre-announced departmental grade-point requirements 
or other standards, or failure of a regularly scheduled examination or formal evaluation. If a student 
judges the dismissal decision improper, the student has a right to review. Each department shall establish 

https://www.grad.uiowa.edu/manual-part-1-definitions
https://www.grad.uiowa.edu/manual-part-1-definitions
https://www.grad.uiowa.edu/manual-part-1-section-iv-academic-standing-probation-and-dismissal#1.4.E
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procedures for handling such reviews. The procedures are to be approved by the Graduate College dean 
and shall afford a fair and expeditious review. A description of these procedures shall be included in the 
departmental regulations described above. (See Section IV. D. at 
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/manual/academic-program) 

 

F. Plagiarism by Graduate Students. The Online Oxford English Dictionary defines "plagiarize" as 
follows, "to take and use as one's own (the thoughts, writings, or inventions of another person); to copy 
(literary work or ideas) improperly or without acknowledgement) to pass off as one's own thoughts or 
work of (another)." In practice, the exact definition of "plagiarize" or "plagiarism" is dependent upon the 
unique attributes of the creative work of a discipline. Thus, it is understood that different academic 
disciplines and cultures may have different interpretations as to the actual actions which constitute 
plagiarism. The Graduate College will operate in the following manner when a program or department 
discovers an act or acts of plagiarism on the part of a graduate student. 

 

1. If the faculty members of a program or department determine that the transgression is not major, or 
else feel that there is a misunderstanding of the acts which constitute plagiarism, the program or 
department may wish to work with the student so as to prevent future occurrences of plagiarism on the 
part of that student. Written notification of the offense and the remediation for the offense must be 
sent to the Graduate College for inclusion in the student's file. 

 
2. If the faculty members of a program or department discover an act (or acts) of plagiarism that is (are) 

sufficiently egregious that expulsion from the program is warranted, the student will be terminated 
from their graduate program for reasons of plagiarism. In this case, the student will be simultaneously 
terminated from the Graduate College of The University of Iowa. The program or department must 
notify the student their termination in writing. All relevant facts, as well as the process for appealing 
the decision, must be contained in the termination letter. The Graduate College must receive a copy 
of the termination letter. 

 
The appeal process for students accused of academic misconduct is specified in The University of Iowa 
document, "Policies and Regulations Affecting Students, C. Academic Misconduct," which states: 
"Questions of academic dishonesty arising within the colleges of Medicine, Law, Pharmacy, and Dentistry, and 
the Graduate College are treated on an individual basis. 

 
In the Graduate College, the questions [of academic dishonesty] are handled at the departmental level. If 
the departmental decision is appealed, the dean may appoint an appeals committee of faculty and 
students from a slate of nominees prepared by the Graduate Council and the Graduate Student Senate to 
recommend an appropriate course of action”. 

 
The appeal process must be initiated by the student. If the student wishes to appeal the department's or 
program's action, that appeal must be lodged with the Senior Associate Dean for Academic Affairs of the 
Graduate College within 30 days of program or departmental dismissal. 

 
G. Graduate College Review of Departmental Dismissal. Questions involving judgment of 

performance will not be reviewed beyond the departmental level. If, however, the student feels there 
has been unfairness or some procedural irregularity concerning dismissal, the student may pursue a 
grievance according to the Academic Grievance Procedure (AGP) established by the Graduate 
College. The AGP is available in the Graduate College. The student should consult with the Graduate 
College prior to initiating an academic grievance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.grad.uiowa.edu/manual-part-1-section-iv-academic-standing-probation-and-dismissal#1.4.D
https://grad.uiowa.edu/academics/manual/academic-program
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2.9 InfoHawk 
 
https://www.lib.uiowa.edu/find/infohawk/ 
 
Using the Library Catalog Through InfoHawk 
 
Where’s the Library Catalog? 
On the Web, go to: Search the UI Libraries - The University of Iowa Libraries (uiowa.edu) From the InfoHawk 
screen, select University of Iowa Libraries Catalog. Note that from the InfoHawk screen you may also 
get into other catalogs such as the UI Curriculum Lab and the State Historical Society of Iowa. The 
InfoHawk screen also includes links to other library services and resources. 
 
What’s in the University of Iowa Libraries Catalog? 
The catalog provides access to the holdings of the UI Libraries and the Law Library. You can use it to 
find books, to determine if the library subscribes to a particular journal or magazine, and to find videos 
and other materials. 
 
How do I search? 
To locate books, videos, periodicals, and other materials, select the UI Libraries catalog (see above) and 
indicate the type of search you want: basic for a simple author, title, subject, or keyword search; advanced 
for a complex keyword search. 
 

Basic searching. When you want an alphabetized list of authors, titles, series or subjects, 
use the basic search screen. Select an appropriate search from the pulldown menu. For 
example, to search for works by the author Peter Greenaway, choose “Author beginning 
with” and type greenaway peter. To find a book titled Introduction to Sociology, choose 
“Title beginning with” and type introduction to sociology. To find a periodical titled 
Journal of Economics, choose “Title beginning with” and type journal of economics. 
_______________________________________________________________ 
Search tips. Disregard initial articles (a, an, the) in all languages. Lower-case letters will 
find capitalized words: share finds share, Share and SHARE. When you’re not sure of an 
exact author, title or subject heading, use keyword searching. Select an appropriate search 
type from the pull-down menu. For example, to search for materials on ozone, choose the 
search “Keyword Anywhere” and then type ozone in the “Search for” space. To find 
material by an author whose last name you think is Kundera, choose “Keyword in Author” 
and type kundera. 
_______________________________________________________________ 
Search tips. Use the ? character to find records that contain portions of words. For 
example, gun? will find gun, guns, gunning, etc.; ?ology will find psychology, typology, 
etc. If your search retrieves too many or too few records, try an advanced search. 
 
Advanced searching. Use the advanced search when you have a complex keyword search 
or when you want to broaden or narrow a keyword search. You may define your search 
type to retrieve the "Keyword Anywhere,” or only from specific fields such as Author, 
Title, Subject, etc. For example, an author word search for grant will retrieve records in 
which only Grant is an author. 
 
 
 
 

https://www.lib.uiowa.edu/find/infohawk/
https://www.lib.uiowa.edu/find/infohawk/
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If you want the words you are searching for to occur only next to each other in the order 
typed, select yes under the adjacency column. For example, a non-adjacent search for heat 
engineering will retrieve records with the words side by side as well as records in which 
both words occur in any order and with any number of words between them. 
 
You may specify the logical relationship between words by using a Boolean operator: 
AND specifies that both words or phrases must be present; OR specifies that either or both 
of the words or phrases must be present; and NOT specifies that the preceding word or 
phrase must be present while the following word or phrase must not. For example, a search 
for adolescent OR teenager will retrieve records with either or both words while adolescent 
NOT teenager will retrieve records with only adolescent. 
 
You may also limit your search to particular languages, formats, locations, and dates. 

 
Examples. 
• If you’re looking for a book by someone named Smith and the title has the word legal in it, try the 
search: “Author Words” smith AND “Title Words” legal 
 
• If you’re looking for information about using computer graphics for Web sites, try the search: “Subject 
words” computer graphics and select adjacency AND “Keyword Anywhere” web site? 
 
• If you’re looking for a video of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, try the search: “Author Words” 
Shakespeare AND “Title Words” tempest AND “Limit Search to Format” Video – All 
 
Need more help?  
For detailed explanations check the help and search hints screens. Command functionality varies slightly 
from database to database. For additional help, please consult a library staff member. 
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