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I. RESOURCES – QUICK LINKS 

1.1 COURSE LISTINGS 

Use the following link and search ‘AOE’ to obtain a full list of all AOE courses with summary 

descriptions.  

Aerospace and Ocean Engineering Course Listing with Summaries 

1.2 HISTORICAL TIMETABLE 
 

Use the following link to obtain the list of all AOE courses offered in the previous semesters.  

VT Historical Timetable of Classes 

1.3 AOE DEGREE REQUIREMENTS PAGES  

Use the following links to review current degree coursework requirements for degree awards: 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - MENG 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - MS Aerospace 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - MS Ocean 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - PhD 

1.4 GRADUATE SCHOOL POLICIES & PROCEDURES 

Use the following link to review the Graduate School policies and procedures regarding Admission, 

Enrollment, Degree & Certificate Requirements, Examinations and more. The guidelines specific to 

the AOE department can be found in the rest of this document. 

Graduate Catalog - Graduate School Policies & Procedures 

https://catalog.vt.edu/course-search/
https://apps.es.vt.edu/ssb/HZSKVTSC.P_DispHistorical
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/aerospace-engineering/aerospace-engineering-meng/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/aerospace-engineering/aerospace-engineering-ms/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/ocean-engineering-ms/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/aerospace-engineering/aerospace-engineering-phd/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/graduate-policies/
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II. PROCEDURES & POLICIES 

2.1 SELECTION OF A RESEARCH SUPERVISOR OR FACULTY ADVISOR 

Students pursuing an MS with thesis, an MEng or MS with project & report, or a PhD, i.e. any path 

involving a research activity, have a research supervisor who also guides them to establish their Plan 

of Study (POS) and serves as their Committee chair.  

Non-thesis MS students doing coursework only don’t need a research supervisor, so the AOE Grad 

Director will serve as Committee chair. They need to notify the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator 

that they are pursuing the Coursework Only path by the end of their 1st semester in the  Program.  

PhD students join the AOE graduate program with a Research Supervisor already secured, so the 

next section also doesn’t apply to them. 

To select a research supervisor: during the 1st semester in the graduate program, MEng, MS 

Thesis and MS Non-Thesis Project & Report students should: 

- Review the list of AOE faculty members and their areas of expertise to assist with this selection. 

- Reach out to the faculty they are interested in working with. 

- Proactively seek to attend research meetings of prospective research supervisors and engage in 

research where possible.  

- Once a research supervisor has been secured, the student will report it to their AOE Graduate 

Program Coordinator, with the research supervisor cc’d, via email gradadvise-g@vt.edu. 

All full-time AOE faculty and AOE affiliate faculty members employed by VT are eligible to be 

research supervisors and Committee chairs. Faculty members who are not in these categories can still 

serve as research supervisors, upon approval of the AOE department, but they can’t be committee 

chairs, so another committee chair will be required, and the research supervisor will be a co-chair. 

Failure to secure a research supervisor by the end of the 1st semester in the graduate program will 

result in meeting with the AOE Graduate Program Director to assist with this process or determine 

alternative goals for the upcoming semester. 

2.2 AOE DEGREE REQUIREMENTS PAGES  

Use the following links to review current degree coursework requirements for degree awards: 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - MENG 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - MS Aerospace 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - MS Ocean 

Graduate Catalog - AOE Degree Requirements - PhD 

A course can only be used to fulfill one instance of a degree Breadth or Math Requirement: 

A) Mathematics, Statistics, or Numerical Methods Requirement,  

B) Structures & Materials Breadth Requirement,  

C) Dynamics, Control & Estimation Breadth Requirement or 

D) Fluid Mechanics Breadth Requirement.  

https://www.aoe.vt.edu/people/areas-expertise.html
mailto:gradadvise@vt.edu
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/aerospace-engineering/aerospace-engineering-meng/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/aerospace-engineering/aerospace-engineering-ms/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/ocean-engineering-ms/#requirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/degree-programs/aerospace-engineering/aerospace-engineering-phd/#requirementstext
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2.3 AOE SEMINAR REQUIREMENT (AOE 5944) 

To graduate, MS/MEng students must complete at least 2 semesters of AOE 5944 (AOE Seminar) 

and PhD students must complete at least 4 semesters. They don’t need to be taken consecutively. 

If a student switches from MS/MEng to PhD, the semesters of AOE Seminar will carry over and 

apply to their PhD degree, so they would only need to take 2 more semesters of seminar to achieve 

the total of 4 semesters.  

Virtual Students don’t need to take AOE 5944; instead they must submit an AOE Seminar - Ethics 

& Integrity Waiver form to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator at gradadvise-g@vt.edu.   

- If a student switches campus to Blacksburg Campus, they must take AOE Seminar during 

the number of semesters that are not covered by the waiver forms 

- If a student switches campus to Virtual after being a Blacksburg Campus student, they must 

fill out an AOE Seminar - Ethics & Integrity Waiver form to replace all seminar semesters 

that they have not taken yet. 

Do AOE Seminar credits count towards degree award credits?  

No, in the AOE Department, AOE 5944 - AOE Seminar credits do not count towards the 30-credit 

MENG/MS or 90-credit PhD degree credit requirement. 

2.4 RESEARCH / INDEPENDENT STUDY / PROJECT & REPORT CREDITS 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

AOE 5994 - Research & Thesis (MS) / AOE 7994 - Research & Dissertation (PhD): These 

credits are for students engaged in research towards their Thesis (MS) or dissertation (PhD). Some 

faculty require an email permission request to have the credits added, at the beginning of each 

semester. So, students should email their research supervisor stating the number of research credits 

they would like to take and cc the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator at gradadvise-g@vt.edu.  

Once the credits are approved by the supervisor, the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator will register 

the student for the credits. Please note that a ‘NG’ (i.e. “unsatisfactory”) grade on Research credits is 

treated as an ‘F’ in the GPA calculation, while an ‘EQ’ (i.e. “satisfactory”) grade does not impact the 

GPA. 

AOE 5974 - Independent Study: These credits are applicable to all students and are similar to a 

class or project that the research supervisor and student determine is beneficial towards degree 

completion/knowledge specialization. It may be related to the student’s research work, but also to an 

internship, employment, or non-VT offered curriculum.  

If an opportunity is stated to be a “guided study” and is offered to max. 8 students, it could qualify 

as an Independent Study; as long as it does not involve AOE financial resource use, it is generally 

approved. If multiple students participate, they must complete the paperwork separately. 

https://www.aoe.vt.edu/content/dam/aoe_vt_edu/programs/graduate/forms/ethics-and-integrity-statement.pdf
https://www.aoe.vt.edu/content/dam/aoe_vt_edu/programs/graduate/forms/ethics-and-integrity-statement.pdf
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Independent Study courses are always P/F, but are in an exemption category that allows them to be 

counted as graded coursework, so they count towards the GPA. Whether it counts on the plan of study 

depends on the individual student and the student's graduate committee.   

To register for AOE 5974, students must fill out an Independent Study form, sign and submit the form 

to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator at gradadvise-g@vt.edu. The AOE Graduate Program 

Coordinator will collect the AOE Department signatures, and once signed, will register the student 

for the credits.  

AOE 5904 - Project & Report: These credits are for Non-Thesis MS or Meng students and take the 

form of a limited research topic, smaller scope project or similar format as agreed upon by the 

instructor and student.  

To register for AOE 5904 - Project & Report credits, students must fill out a Project & Report form, 

sign and submit the form to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator at gradadvise-g@vt.edu. The 

AOE Graduate Program Coordinator will collect the AOE Department signatures, and once signed, 

will register the student for the credits.  

2.5 WHAT HAPPENS TO RESEARCH / PROJECT & REPORT CREDITS IF 

SWITCHING FROM 1 DEGREE TO ANOTHER? 

Degree Change from MEng to MS: AOE 5904 - Project & Report credits (maximum of 6 credits) 

will be treated as AOE 5994 - MS Research credits.   

- Step 1: The student must fill out a Change of Degree Level form to first switch their degree type 

on VT records. 

- Step 2: If the POS is not yet submitted, make a written notation on the Plan of Study form or 

in the email to the AOE Graduate Coordinator that the AOE 5904 credits should be treated as 

MS Research credits. If the POS has already been approved by the Graduate School, the student 

should email the Graduate School, cc’ing the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator, that the 

AOE 5904 credits should be treated as MS Research credits. 

Degree Change from MS to MEng: AOE 5994 - Research & Thesis credits (maximum of 6 credits) 

will be treated as AOE 5904 - Project & Report credits.   

Note: If the student has taken 9 credits of AOE 5994 - MS Research, only 6 of those 9 will carry over, 

so an alternative course might be needed to fulfill those 3 credits and meet the required 30 credits.  

- Step 1:  The student must fill out a Change of Degree Level form to first switch their degree type 

on VT records.   

- Step 2: If the POS is not yet submitted, make a written notation on the POS form or in the email 

to the AOE Graduate Coordinator that the AOE 5994 credits should be treated as Project & 

Report credits. If the POS has already been approved by the Graduate School, the student 

should email the Graduate School, cc’ing the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator, that the 

AOE 5994 credits should be treated as AOE 5904 - Project & Report credits.  

https://www.aoe.vt.edu/content/dam/aoe_vt_edu/programs/graduate/forms/request-for-graduate-independent-study-form.pdf
https://www.aoe.vt.edu/content/dam/aoe_vt_edu/programs/graduate/forms/Form_Req-Project-Report_AOE_5904_20240819_v1.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Degree_Level_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Degree_Level_Request.pdf
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Degree Change from MEng /MS to PhD: AOE 5904 credits (maximum 6 credits) and/or AOE 

5994 credits (no maximum) will be treated as AOE 7994 - PhD Research & Dissertation credits. 

In order to switch from MS/MEng to PhD, the student must submit a Change of Degree Level form 

to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator prior to the completion of their MEng/MS degree.  The 

AOE Graduate Program Coordinator will then confirm with the student where their expected source 

of funding for their PhD will originate and work with the AOE Graduate Program Director to have 

the switch approved. 

If the student does not submit the Change of Degree Level form by the conclusion of the last week of 

the semester in which they would be awarded their MENG/MS degree, the student will need to apply 

to the AOE program via the Graduate School application portal. The application would then proceed 

through the review process for consideration for the PhD program.  

2.6 TRANSFERRED COURSEWORK 
All transferred coursework (including VT UGGR courses) require a Transfer Course Approval Form 

to be filled prior to the submission of the Plan of Study. 

Transferring courses from another university: Students may want to have coursework taken 

at another accredited institution while in graduate student status counted toward the fulfillment of 

their VT MS, MEng or PhD degree. This requires the student to: 

1. Submit official transcripts to Graduate School (grads@vt.edu) of the coursework they would 

like to transfer. Graduate School will evaluate them separately from the student’s Committee. 

2. The student will need to select and work with their AOE research supervisor to review and 

approve if those courses fulfill the degree requirements that the student is working towards. 

3. Once the coursework is approved, the student will add it on their Plan of Study and the 

Transfer Courses form. 

4. The research supervisor and the Committee will approve these additions to the Plan of Study 

and the Transfer Courses form. 

5. The student will submit their Plan of Study and Transfer Courses form to the AOE Graduate 

Program Coordinator, who will review them for degree requirement fulfillment, collect 

remaining signatures and submit the Plan of Study for final review by the Graduate School. 

2.7 ESTABLISHING A PLAN OF STUDY (POS) 

The Plan of Study is a document that helps organize and determine the student’s course activities. It 

is important to establish a Plan of Study as early as possible to ensure that, from the beginning of 

graduate study, all courses fit into a coherent program. Every course listed within a given Plan of 

Study should contribute to the student’s overall educational objective. The student’s research 

supervisor works with the student to generate the course selections for the Plan of Study.  

MS/MEng/PhD Students: The Plan of Study (POS) must be submitted to the AOE Graduate 

Coordinator no later than the end of the second (2nd) academic semester in the graduate program. 

https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Degree_Level_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Degree_Level_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/admissions/how-to-apply.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/admissions/how-to-apply.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/admissions/how-to-apply/accelerated_undergraduate-graduate_program.html
https://www.aoe.vt.edu/content/dam/aoe_vt_edu/programs/graduate/forms/transfer-course-approval_20231024.pdf
mailto:grads@vt.edu
https://www.aoe.vt.edu/graduate/forms.html
https://www.aoe.vt.edu/content/dam/aoe_vt_edu/programs/graduate/forms/Form_Transfer_Course_Approval_20240819_v1.pdf
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UGGR Students: Those who plan to graduate by the end of their 1st academic year in the graduate 

program should submit their Plan of Study by the end of their 1st semester in the graduate program.  

The original Plan of Study and subsequent revisions are approved in the following sequence:  

a. Students should prepare their POS, in consultation with their research advisor. The various 

POS forms (MS, MEng and PhD) can be obtained from the AOE website Graduate Forms page. 

b. It is the student’s responsibility to ensure that the POS satisfies all degree requirements. 

c. The student will then submit the Plan of Study or Change to Plan of Study Request form to 

the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator for review to ensure the selected courses and credits 

meet the degree award requirements 

d. Once amendments are completed, the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator will upload the 

Plan of Study or Change to Plan of Study Request form for Committee signature collection. 

e. AOE Graduate Program Coordinator will submit the Plan of Study or the Plan of Study 

Change Request to Virginia Tech Graduate School for review and approval. 

f. After the Graduate School approves a POS, any subsequent course selection or term a course 

is taken changes can be made by filling out a Change to Plan of Study Form, which is sent to 

the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator for processing. Do not fill out a new POS form. 

g. If a student is switching from Thesis to Non-Thesis, please fill out a Thesis Option Change 

Form and provide it to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator. 

2.8 ADVISORY COMMITTEE  

All students who are NOT M.S. Non-Thesis - Coursework Only need to establish an Advisory 

Committee 

Duties of the Advisory Committee: The Advisory Committee guides the student in defining 

their Plan of Study, gives advices concerning specific degree requirements, evaluates the student’s 

progress and provides constructive feedback. The Chairperson (chair) of this Committee is the 

students’ research supervisor, unless they are not eligible for that (see the section about supervisor 

selection). Depending on the degree sought by the student, specific duties are as follows.  

1. MS with Thesis, Non-Thesis MS with Project & Report and MEng: Committee members 

provide research guidance to the student as required, read the M.S. Thesis, and attend the 

Thesis Defense to evaluate the work and provide feedback. 

2. PhD: Committee members provide regular research guidance to the student and provide 

mentoring to help the student become part of the professional (academic and research) 

community. As described in section III, the committee’s contribution is needed at four 

different steps of the PhD: 

a. Preliminary Examination  

b. PhD Proposal and Plan of Research  

c. PhD Pre-Defense 

d. PhD Defense  

https://www.aoe.vt.edu/graduate/forms.html
https://www.aoe.vt.edu/graduate/forms.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Plan_of_Study_Change_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Plan_of_Study_Change_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Thesis_Option_Change_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Thesis_Option_Change_Request.pdf
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3. The signatures of committee members on a student’s Plan of Study constitute approval of the 

content and the indication that they are willing to serve on the student’s Advisory Committee.  

5. All Committee members must approve any revision of the student’s Plan of Study. 

6. Any waiver of the Plan of Study (POS) requirements must be described in the POS and must 

be fully approved. 

Advisory Committee - MS Thesis, MS Non-Thesis Project & Report and MEng 
 

MS/MEng Committee 

Chair - Member 1 

Full time, tenure or tenure track AOE faculty or AOE affiliate faculty 

member employed at Virginia Tech 

MS/MEng Committee 

Member 2  

AOE Faculty or AOE Affiliate Faculty member 

MS/MEng Committee 

Member 3 

AOE Faculty, AOE Affiliate Faculty, other VT Faculty, retired or 

Emeritus Virginia Tech faculty members, VT employees (e.g., 

Research Scientists, Administrative/Professional Faculty, Instructors), 

and non-VT-employed individuals (known as External Committee 

Members) including Adjunct Faculty 

MS/MEng Committee 

Co-chair (optional) 

Members 2 or 3 can serve as co-chair in some situation where they 

are strongly involved in the student supervision  

 

Advisory Committee – PhD 

PhD Committee Chair 

Member 1 

Full time, tenure or tenure track AOE faculty or AOE affiliate faculty 

member employed at Virginia Tech 

PhD Committee 

Members 2 and 3 

AOE Faculty or AOE-affiliate faculty member 

PhD Committee 

Member 4 

AOE Faculty, AOE Affiliate Faculty, other VT Faculty, retired or 

Emeritus Virginia Tech faculty members, VT employees (e.g., 

Research Scientists, Administrative/Professional Faculty, Instructors), 

and non-VT-employed individuals (known as External Committee 

Members) including Adjunct Faculty 

PhD Committee Co-chair 

(optional) 

Members 2,3, or 4 can serve as co-chair in some situation where they 

are strongly involved in the student supervision  

 

Note: Any VT faculty member is generally eligible to be the member 4 (and/or co-chair). More 

generally, any individual, VT employee or not, who is qualified by terminal degree/professional 

experience and scholarly productivity and who, by inclusion, can provide specific expertise to 

enrich the student’s program, is eligible (See the Graduate School Policy on Graduate Advisory 

Committees for more information).  

When needed, approval of Committee members is granted by the Grad School, upon 

recommendation of the AOE Grad Director.  

https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/graduate-policies/#degreecertificaterequirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/graduate-policies/#degreecertificaterequirementstext
https://secure.graduateschool.vt.edu/graduate_catalog/policies.htm?policy=002d14432c654287012c6542e38200d8
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/graduate-policies/#degreecertificaterequirementstext
https://catalog.vt.edu/graduate/graduate-policies/#degreecertificaterequirementstext
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VT full-time faculty members are generally already approved by the Grad School, unless they are 

new faculty. External members or other categories or VT employes might not be approved, yet. 

In that case, the student and their Committee Chair need to work with the AOE Graduate 

Program Coordinator to submit an Graduate Committee Service Approval Form with a 

curriculum vitae (CV) prior to the submission of the Plan of Study.  

Additional members can be added, as long as AOE faculty and AOE affiliate faculty (all 

combined) represent at least 2/3 of the committee. 

Changes to the Advisory Committee: if a Committee member needs to be added or dropped or 

if positions on the Committee change, the student should fill out and submit a Change to Committee 

Form to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator.  

If an AOE faculty departs VT, they can still serve in their noted capacity for up to 1 year. After this 

timeframe, if their new status is not compatible with the Committee composition requirements noted 

hereabove, a Change to Committee Form should be filled with an updated committee member list. 

2.9 SCHEDULING PRELIMINARY EXAMS, FINAL EXAMS, DEFENSES 

This chart provides an easy path to properly plan an exam. Any Change of Committee/Advisor 

Change forms must be submitted and processed by the Graduate School BEFORE the student requests 

the Preliminary Examination, Final Exam or Final Defense scheduling. Failure to do so may result in 

the exam being rescheduled for failure to meet the examination request submissions deadline. 

Students graduating must Apply for a Degree first per the Deadlines for Academic Progress and 

then use the Graduate School Exam Scheduling System for scheduling their Coursework Only final 

evaluation date, MENG/MS Non-Thesis Project & Report Final Exam, MS Thesis or PhD Dissertation 

Defense date. The application for degree must be submitted on HokieSpa on or before November 

1st  (Fall Degree) or April 1 (Spring degree). 

To schedule a PhD Preliminary Examination, please also use the Graduate School’s Exam Scheduling 

System (Electronic Signature System [ESS]). Please note that scheduling the Examination does not 

automatically reserve a physical room space. 

Any exam can be held on Zoom, using the following procedure: 

1. The student provides their Advisory Committee Chair with sufficient reasoning and 

time to review the request to hold the examination via Zoom. 

2. The Committee Chair approves the student’s request. 

3. A Committee member who cannot participate in person may participate via Zoom, even 

if the examination is being held in-person for the student and the rest of the Committee. 

Exam Room Reservations for Prelims or Defenses are done by the student who is planning to 

take their Preliminary Exam or Graduate.  The student should connect with the room-owning 

Graduate Program Coordinator to reserve the space. For AOE-owned rooms, the student should 

contact the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator gradadvise-g@vt.edu. If rooms within AOE are 

not available, the student can reach out to other departments or the Graduate Life Center to reserve 

a space on campus. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdmnzEYr6e48l2kspRNp-j76l_7q9N5KQmgs-sRJNlc7ZNfXw/viewform?edit_requested=true&gxids=7628
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Committee-Advisor_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Committee-Advisor_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Committee-Advisor_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/process/Exam_scheduling.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Committee-Advisor_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Committee-Advisor_Request.pdf
https://www.registrar.vt.edu/graduation-multi-brief/timeline.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate/deadlines-for-academic-progress.html
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/pages/login.php
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/pages/login.php
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/pages/login.php
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/programs/program-contacts.html
mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
https://graduatelifecenter.vt.edu/
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Examination Deadlines: 

PhD, MS Thesis, MS Non-Thesis with Project & Report, and MEng students must schedule their 

final examination on or before the last day of final exam week of the semester.  

MS Non-Thesis - Coursework Only students can schedule their “final examination” slot on the 

Monday after the last day of the final exam week of the semester. This will allow time for the 

Committee Chair to review course grade completion and degree credit attainment.  

MS Non-Thesis students do not need to submit an ETD. 

 

2.10 STUDENT PERFORMANCE EVALUATION 

If a student fails to make satisfactory progress toward degree requirements (in coursework or 

research), permission may be denied to continue in the degree program. This section explains the 

procedure in such cases, while section IV will focus on the good practices to maintain a good 

performance or get some of these situations resolved. 

Graduate Student Activity Report (GSAR) 

At the end of each semester, all registered-for-the-semester AOE graduate students must submit a 

Graduate Student Activity Report (GSAR), available here: Student Submission. The GSAR is used 

to capture the student’s personal perception of academic performance and research progress (if 

relevant), as well as to identify any areas of concern or to voice requests for advice from the AOE 

Graduate Program Director. The information provided in the GSAR is confidential and will only be 

reviewed by the Grad Director and the Grad Coordinators. 

Failure to submit a GSAR response at the end of the semester in which a student was registered 

may result in a Hold on the student’s account until a GSAR submission is completed.  

The form stays open throughout the semester and can be filled at any time to report a concern; after 

filling the form, the student should email the AOE Grad Coordinator to ask them to check the new 

entry in the GSAR. 

Note: all faculty are also required to fill a separate GSAR form, to report their evaluations of the 

Graduate students they are supervising. These forms are used by the AOE Grad Director and Grad 

Coordinator to detect under-performing students and students who have concerns with their 

progress, meet with them and their research supervisors, and work on the resolution of these 

situations (see section IV for more details). 

Academic Improvement Plan  

If a student has a GPA falling below 3.0, an academic dismissal will be issued by the Graduate 

school. The department can appeal this decision once, using the following procedure:  

1.  A meeting between the student and the faculty advisor is setup to discuss an “AOE 

Academic Improvement plan” (courses to be taken, adjustment of the research work…), 

to maximize the chances of academic improvement in the upcoming term. 

2. The plan is completed and submitted to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator 

https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate.html
https://forms.gle/Pc36xgieLdWMi1f8A
https://secure.graduateschool.vt.edu/graduate_catalog/policies.htm?policy=002d14432c654287012c6542e38200ad
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Under-performance in research 

MS with thesis students who are underperforming might, eventually, have their graduation delayed, 

until the quality of their thesis is considered sufficient by their faculty advisor; in case their 

performance doesn’t enable them to fulfill this condition in a reasonable amount of time, the student 

might need to switch to a non-thesis MS degree. 

Junior PhD students (before the Preliminary Exam):  

- After 2 academic semesters of under-performance reported in the GSAR by the research 

supervisor, the student might be moved to a GTA position for their 3rd semester (where they 

take the Prelim) 

- The student is offered, if relevant, to switch to a MS (thesis or non-thesis) and finish in two 

years; if they are not interested, they go to the Preliminary Exam. 

- The student takes the Prelim. If the student fails, they might be offered again to finish with an 

MS degree, or they will quit the program. 

Note: If part of the problem is an advisor/advisee bad relationship, a change of advisor can be 

considered, if another faculty wants to fund the student (not guaranteed). 

Senior PhD students (after the Preliminary Exam): 

- In the second semester of underperformance (based on the research advisor input in the GSAR 

form), the student will be given some clear (written) objectives in a limited time (typically 1 or 

2 months) to show some improvement: a “Research Progression Plan” is filled and 

communicated to the AOE Graduate Coordinator.  

- Both the student and the supervisor should agree on the objectives of the Research Progression 

Plan; if not, the AOE Graduate Committee will be tasked to check that the objectives are 

reasonable or adjust the objectives to make them reasonable. 

- If this step proves unsuccessful to resolve the situation, GRAs might be stopped / not renewed. 

- The AOE Graduate Committee will review the case and issue a recommendation, which can 

take different forms including a request to the Graduate School to terminate the PhD. 

 

III. DEGREE MILESTONES 

The milestones indicated below apply to both on-campus and off-campus graduate students  

3.1 MASTER OF ENGINEERING (MENG) 

1. 1st Semester 

a. Secure an AOE research supervisor for the Project & Report class. 

b. If UGGR student, submit a Plan of Study to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator. 

2. 2nd Semester 

a. Submit a Plan of Study to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator. 

3. Final Semester 

a. The student files an “Apply for Degree” via Hokiespa (see section 2.9) 
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b. The student schedules their Final Exam via the  Graduate School Exam Scheduling 

System (Electronic Signature System ESS) 

i. The formal scheduling is due in the Graduate School at least two weeks before the 

examination date requested. The location will be ‘100 Randolph Hall’: Graduate 

School knows that this means it is an AOE Dept. requested exam 

ii. On the selected date of the final exam, the student presents the work done in the 

Project & Report class. The exact format is decided by the committee chair, but 

generally, the student does a 20’ to 30’ presentation followed by a Q&A session.  

iii. The Committee will submit their degree conferral review decision to the Graduate 

School ESS. The degree will be awarded/declined based on this decision. 

3.2 MASTER OF SCIENCE – THESIS & NON-THESIS 

1. 1st Semester:  

a. Secure an AOE Faculty Advisor. 

b. If UGGR student, submit a Plan of Study to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator. 

2. 2nd Semester:  

a. Submit a Plan of Study to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator. 

3. Final Semester: 

a. The student files an Apply for Degree via Hokiespa (see section 2.9) 

b. The student schedules the Final Exam via the  Graduate School Exam Scheduling System 

(Electronic Signature System ESS). The scheduling is due in the Graduate School at least 

two weeks before the examination date requested. The location should be ‘100 Randolph 

Hall’, so that the Graduate School knows that this is an AOE Dept. requested exam 

c. MS Non-Thesis Coursework Only: 

i. The final exam should be scheduled on the Monday after Final Exam week. This 

is a virtual exam, no actual meet up, or submission of report is needed. 

ii. The Committee Chair reviews the student’s grades and submits their decision in 

the Graduate School Exam Scheduling System (Electronic Signature System ESS). 

d. MS Non-Thesis Project & report- Final Examination: 

i. The formal scheduling is due in the Graduate School at least two weeks before the 

examination date requested. The location will be ‘100 Randolph Hall’: Graduate 

School knows that this means it is an AOE Dept. requested exam 

ii. On the selected date of the final exam, the student presents the work done in the 

Project & Report class. The exact format is decided by the committee chair, but 

generally, the student does a 20’ to 30’ presentation followed by a Q&A session  

iii. The Committee Chair reviews the student’s grades and submits their decision in 

the Graduate School Exam Scheduling System (Electronic Signature System ESS). 

e. MS Thesis - Final Examination (Thesis Defense) 

i. The student files an “Apply for Degree” via Hokiespa (see section 2.9). 

https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
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ii. 4 weeks before the planned defense date, a draft of the Thesis, at least 70% 

complete, is sent to the Committee (Requirements for Thesis: http://etd.vt.edu) 

a. The Committee reviews the Thesis draft and provides feedback to the 

student within one week of receiving the document. 

b. If significant revisions are recommended, the defense should be 

postponed until the Thesis draft is revised accordingly. 

iii. At least 2 weeks prior to the defense date, if the thesis draft is approved by each 

Committee member: 

a. The student schedules their Final Exam via the  Graduate School Exam 

Scheduling System (Electronic Signature System ESS). The formal 

scheduling is due in the Graduate School at least two weeks before the 

examination date requested.  

b. The recommended duration to be scheduled for the defense is 1.5 hours, 

to avoid any rush during questions or deliberation.  

iv. Day of the defense: 

a. The student presents their research work during about a 30 minute 

(excluding Q&A time) public presentation. 

b. The public presentation is followed immediately by a closed oral 

examination, which is the Q&A portion. 

c. The Committee deliberates and informs the student about their degree 

conferral review decision. The committee chair submits the decision to the 

Graduate School ESS and the degree is awarded/declined. 

3.3 MS ALONG THE WAY (FOR PHD STUDENTS) 

Students pursuing a PhD degree can opt to also complete a MS degree while in PhD degree seeking 

status. UGGR students, please note: UGGR credits can only be used toward either a MS or PhD 

degree, not both. To do a Master Along the Way: 

1. The student files an Application for Degree on their Hokiespa account. 

a. In the event of an error message, an Application for Degree Form called the Degree-

Certificate Conferral Request Form should be filled on the Graduate School website.  

b. The student downloads, fills it out, signs and submits it to the Graduate School Forms 

Submission link in the grey box on the form.  

2. The Graduate School sends the student a Request for Final Exam form for MS Along the Way. 

3. The student should fill out the said form and submit it to the AOE Graduate Program 

Coordinator for processing. 

4. Once the MS Final Examination date has been logged with the Graduate School, the student 

should follow applicable MS path Final Examination procedures (see section 3.2). 

5. The Graduate School will send out a Final Exam Card form to the student to provide to the 

Committee members to sign to approve the result of the Final Exam/Thesis/Coursework Only. 

The AOE Graduate Program Coordinator will upload the Final Exam Card to collect the 

required signatures and responses, then will submit it to the Graduate School.  

http://etd.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Degree-Certificate_Conferral_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Degree-Certificate_Conferral_Request.pdf
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3.4 DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY (PHD) 

The key assessment steps in obtaining a PhD are the Preliminary Examination, the Proposal and 

Plan of Research, the Pre-Defense, and the Defense (Final Examination). 

2nd Semester 

Submit a Plan of Study to the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator. 

3rd Semester: Preliminary Examination 

To assess the student’s fundamental disciplinary knowledge and potential to complete a defensible 

doctoral dissertation in a reasonable time and with reasonable mentorship, each student must take 

a Preliminary Examination no later than the third semester of their PhD. 

1. To be eligible for a Preliminary Exam: 

a. The student must have filed an approved Plan of Study 

b. The student’s GPA, based on the courses in the Plan of Study, must be 3.0 or greater  

c. The student must have a properly formulated PhD Advisory Committee 

d. The student must have taken or be enrolled in at least two of the three disciplinary 

Breadth Requirement courses. 

2. Preliminary Exams cannot be waived for any reason, per Graduate School policy. 

3.  Preliminary Exams can be scheduled during the Fall, Spring or Summer semesters if the 

student is registered for at least 3 credits during the semester. 

a. Schedule a Preliminary Examination via the Graduate School ESS, at least two weeks 

before the examination date requested.  

b. The PhD Preliminary Examination can be taken at any point during the semester 

that is mutually agreed upon by the student and the PhD Advisory Committee.  

c. The PhD Committee will choose an Examination Chair other than the PhD Advisor.  

 

Preliminary Exam Procedure 

1. During the students’ 3rd semester:  

a. The student will begin coordinating with their PhD Committee on a date for the 

Preliminary Examination. The duration of the exam must be planned to be 2 hours, 

to allow sufficient presentation time for the student presentation, Q&A and 

deliberation by the committee. 

b. The student should reserve a room to hold their Preliminary Examination prior to 

formally scheduling the Prelim with the Graduate School. 

2. 4 Weeks before the Preliminary Exam Date:  

a. The student will confirm the Prelim Exam date and the room reservation with their 

Committee members. 

b. The student will provide a maximum 10-page (excluding figures) technical 

document (named hereafter Research Progress Report) to the PhD Committee, using 

the AIAA format. This document summarizes the research conducted by the student 

https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://aiaa.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/preparation-of-papers-for-aiaa-technical-conferences-1.pdf
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since the beginning of the PhD and should provide enough details to enable the 

committee to evaluate the quality of the work done (an extended abstract is not 

sufficient). The contribution of the student to each piece of work (conception, 

methodology, analysis, writing…) should be explicitly indicated.  

c. The student may consult with the research supervisor to develop the Research 

Progress Report and may use the content of an existing research paper if suitable 

material exists. Papers written by the student can be appended to the ten-page 

summary of the work. 

3.  3 weeks before the Preliminary Exam Date: 

a. The student will formally schedule their Preliminary Exam Date with Graduate 

School ESS (the deadline to do that is two weeks before the exam date). 

b. The Committee chooses an Examination Chairperson other than the PhD Advisor. 

c. The Preliminary Examination Chairperson will provide the student one relevant 

paper related to the Research Progress Report. 

d. The Examination Chairperson will also provide a cover letter establishing 

expectations for the student’s independent study and oral examination. 

4.  During the 2 weeks after that: 

a. The student will study the provided paper and any additional related papers of their 

choice, in order to understand and evaluate the papers’ contributions to the state of 

the art. 

b. The student will prepare an independent study report (around five pages, excluding 

figures) summarizing the provided paper and identifying its strengths and 

weaknesses with supporting analysis.  

c. The report must be prepared independently by the student (i.e., without input from 

the advisor or others). 

5.  1 week before the Preliminary Exam Date: 

a. The student will submit the independent study to the PhD Committee  

b. A copy of the report is filed with the AOE Graduate Program Coordinator at 

gradadvise-g@vt.edu  

6.  In the week before the Preliminary Exam Date: 

a. The student prepares a presentation summarizing the independent study and the 

Research Progress Report.  

b. The presentation must also be prepared independently.  

7.  Day of the Preliminary Examination: 

The Preliminary Examination involves the PhD Advisory Committee’s assessment of the 

independent study report, the oral presentation, and the student’s response to questions 

from the committee during the oral exam.  

a. The student presentation should take 40 minutes (not including the time required to 

answer questions from the committee). It should typically include: (i) the summary 

and discussion of the paper (10 minutes), (ii) the contextualization of the paper and 

discussion of the state of the art, in relation to the research topic (10 minutes), and 

https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
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(iii) the presentation and discussion of the research performed since the beginning 

of the PhD (20 minutes). 

b. During the presentation, the PhD Advisory Committee members will ask the student 

questions on the assigned paper(s), student’s report, and student’s presentation, and 

will include questions on related fundamental disciplinary concepts.  

8.  By the close of business on the Friday of the week the Preliminary Examination: 

a. The Examination Chairperson collects the committee feedback based on the AOE 

Preliminary Exam assessment rubric. 

b. The AOE Graduate Program Coordinator (gradadvise-g@vt.edu) will email the PhD 

Committee Chairperson the link to the Student Exam Criteria Evaluation Form. This 

provides a summary to the AOE Graduate Program Director.  

c. The Examination Chairperson also creates a summary of the committee feedback and 

provides the feedback to the student & the Grad Director. 

d. The PhD Committee will submit the decision to the Graduate School ESS.  

i. The PhD committee decides if the student passes or fails the exam. It’s the 

responsibility of the committee to come up with a unanimous decision, based 

on a collective discussion. 

ii. A student who fails the exam for the first time can retake it during the next 

academic semester. The exam should be formally rescheduled in Graduate 

School ESS, and the exact same process reapplies for the second instance. 

4th or 5th Semester: PhD Proposal 

To ensure the PhD topic and research plan are feasible, technically sound, and qualify as PhD 

Dissertation-level research, the student will present a PhD Proposal to the Advisory Committee. 

1. The PhD Proposal must be presented to the PhD Advisory Committee no later than two 

semesters after the Preliminary Examination is passed.  

a. The student will coordinate a date and time for the PhD Proposal meeting 

b. The student will reserve a room for holding the PhD Proposal meeting 

c. The PhD Proposal can be presented at any point during the semester that is mutually 

agreed upon by the student and the committee. 

d. The PhD Proposal will consist of a written document and a presentation. 

2. The PhD Proposal written document shall consist of the following: 

a. Literature review, background summary, and research already performed by the 

student 

b. A proposal overview (around 10 pages, excluding figures) to identify gaps in the 

current literature, proposed work in the context of these gaps, research methods, 

expected results, potential impact of the work, a timeline, and risk mitigation plans 

c. A one-page proposal summary, including schedule and tentative research products.  

d. The written document will be given to the PhD Advisory Committee two weeks prior 

to the scheduled presentation. 

e.  The student can consult with their advisor in formulating the proposal.  

mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
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3. Day of the PhD Proposal: 

The student will present their PhD Proposal (20-30 minutes, not including questions), and the 

PhD Advisory Committee will:  

a. Review and assess the student’s research goals, timelines, and methods 

b. Review and assess the student’s progress in research tasks to date, including 

adequacy of preliminary results 

c. Provide guidance to the student concerning the proposed research program, based 

on these assessments. 

4. In the 2 weeks after the PhD Proposal meeting: 

a. The student will produce an amended one-page PhD Proposal summary, based on 

the feedback provided by the PhD Advisory Committee. 

b. The amended one-page PhD Proposal summary document - called Plan of Research 

- will guide further work.  

c. The student will provide a copy of the Plan of Research to the Graduate Program 

Coordinator at gradadvise-g@vt.edu for record keeping purposes.  

d. The Plan of Research can be updated as needed with PhD Advisory Committee 

approval. Each update should be sent to the Graduate Program Coordinator at 

gradadvise-g@vt.edu 

4 to 6 months before the expected defense date: PhD Pre-Defense  

The pre-defense consists of a written document and a presentation, which both detail the work done 

and a timeline to the defense. This is a formal exam, in the sense that the committee will decide, 

based on the dissertation and the students’ presentation, if the work completed is sufficient for the 

final defense to be scheduled.  

It should be scheduled between 4 and 6 months before the planned final defense. If the student wants 

to schedule the final defense less than 4 months after the pre-defense, it should be approved by the 

PhD advisory committee at the end of the pre-defense. 

1.  To qualify for the PhD Pre-defense: 

a. The student must have taken or be enrolled in all of the courses on the Plan of Study 

by the semester in which the student presents the pre-defense.  

b. The draft PhD dissertation must: 

a. Be at least 70% complete, based on the work listed in the Plan of Research 

b. Include the complete introduction, literature survey, background, and 

technical details 

c. Include some final results, explicitly stating the novel contributions 

d. Describe any remaining work that is planned and the expected outcomes 

e. Report the status of any archival publications to be included in the final 

version 

c. A typical draft dissertation would describe at least two major research products 

(each corresponding, for example, to a publication) as well as all front and end 

matter.  

mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
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2. 4 Weeks prior to the expected PhD Pre-Defense Meeting Date: 

a. The student must coordinate with their PhD Advisory Committee on a date and time 

to hold the PhD Pre-Defense Meeting. 

b. The student will reserve a room to hold the PhD Pre-Defense Meeting. 

3. 2 Weeks prior to PhD Pre-Defense Meeting Date: 

The student must produce a legible Draft of the PhD Dissertation to the PhD Advisory. 

4. Day of PhD Pre-defense: 

a.  The student gives a presentation (45 minutes) to the PhD Committee describing the 

state of the art, the gap in the literature and the resulting objectives, the work done 

and the main outcomes, the papers published / submitted / in preparation, and the 

work to be completed by the time of the defense, including a detailed timeline.  

b. The PhD Committee will consider the students’ research progress, in the context of 

the most recent PhD Plan of Research, and will provide guidance concerning the 

ongoing research program and the proposed timeline. 

c. If the work already done, combined with the work to be completed by the defense, 

is considered sufficient in terms of quality and quantity by the PhD Committee, and 

the timeline to complete the work is found reasonable, then the Committee will 

approve it and the student will be able to schedule the defense accordingly. 

d. If the committee decides that some additional work needs to be completed, in 

addition to what the student has presented, and/or if the committee finds the timeline 

unreasonable, a research plan will be discussed with the student to remedy this 

situation. Depending on the amount of work / additional time needed, a new pre-

defense might need to be scheduled (typically if one more semester of work is 

needed) and the defense will be postponed. 

e. If needed, revisions/corrections to the PhD dissertation should be asked by the PhD 

Committee, so that the student produces at the time of the defense a dissertation that 

has the quality required and will only need some minor corrections. 

f. The Plan of Research will be updated accordingly and sent to the Graduate Program 

Coordinator at gradadvise-g@vt.edu.  

Final semester: PhD Dissertation Defense (Final examination) 

Each PhD student is required to take an oral Final Examination which is the Defense of the PhD 

Dissertation.  

1. To qualify for the PhD Dissertation Defense (Final Examination): 

a. The student must be enrolled for either course, research or Start of Semester Defense 

Exemption (SSDE) Defending Status credits. 

i. If the student is not enrolled for credits, they cannot defend. 

ii. The PhD Dissertation Defense must occur during the Spring, Summer or Fall 

semester and on or before the last day of Final Exam week. 

iii. Defending after the end of Spring Final Exam Week, but before the start of 

Summer Semester courses will require the student being enrolled in SSDE 

mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate/deadlines-for-academic-progress/start-of-semester-defense-exception.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate/deadlines-for-academic-progress/start-of-semester-defense-exception.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate/deadlines-for-academic-progress/start-of-semester-defense-exception.html
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for Summer semester graduation and the student will be considered a 

Summer graduate not a Spring graduate. 

iv. Defending after the end of Summer Final Exam Week, but before the start 

of Fall Semester courses will require the student being enrolled in SSDE for 

Fall semester graduation and the student will be considered a Fall graduate 

not a Summer graduate. 

v. Defending after the end of Fall Final Exam Week, but before the start of 

Spring Semester courses will require the student being enrolled in SSDE for 

Spring semester graduation and the student will be considered a Spring 

graduate not a Fall graduate. 

b. The PhD Defense date must be formally scheduled through the Graduate School ESS 

link otherwise the student’s PhD Defense will not be recorded or counted for 

degree award.  

i. Per Grad School policy, the PhD Defense can’t be scheduled earlier than six 

months after successful completion of the Preliminary Exam (in AOE, this is 

normally not an issue, as the Prelim is taken early). 

ii. The PhD Defense date request is due in the Graduate School at least two 

weeks before the examination date requested. 

iii. The student must coordinate with their PhD Committee on a date, time and 

location to hold the PhD defense during the final semester of the student’s 

enrollment. The room is reserved in coordination with the Coordinator. 

iv. The request to schedule the examination must include the time, date, 

building and room number, title of the PhD Dissertation, and the names of 

the PhD Committee members.  

2. 2 Weeks before the PhD Dissertation Defense Date: 

a. The student must provide the final version of the Dissertation to the PhD Committee.  

b. The PhD Dissertation must be uploaded to the Graduate School iThenticate system 

and checked for similarity. See the What You Need to Graduate page. 

c.  Requirements for dissertation preparation can be found at http://etd.vt.edu.  

3.  Day of the PhD Dissertation Defense Date: 

a.  The Defense (Final Examination) is conducted by the PhD Committee. 

b.  It Includes a 45’ presentation of the dissertation research by the candidate and a 

questioning period, both open to the public. 

c. Subsequently a closed-door oral examination is conducted by the PhD Committee.  

d. The PhD Advisory Committee may suggest corrections to be incorporated into a 

revised version of the dissertation to be approved in accordance with the Graduate 

School (i.e. in the ETD approval portal).  

e. As a final step of the Examination, the PhD Committee makes a recommendation as 

to the acceptance of the Dissertation and the awarding of the Ph.D. degree and 

submit their decision to the Graduate School ESS. For the Ph.D. candidate to pass, 

there must be no more than one negative vote. 

https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate/deadlines-for-academic-progress/start-of-semester-defense-exception.html
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate/deadlines-for-academic-progress/start-of-semester-defense-exception.html
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/academics/what-you-need-to-graduate.html
http://etd.vt.edu/
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
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4.  By the close of business on the Friday of the week the PhD Dissertation Defense: 

a. The PhD Committee Chairperson collects the committee feedback based on the AOE 

Final Exam assessment rubric. 

b. The AOE Graduate Program Coordinator (gradadvise-g@vt.edu) will email the PhD 

Committee Chairperson the link to the AOE Graduate Student Exam Criteria 

Evaluation Form. This provides a summary to the AOE Graduate Program Director.  

c. The PhD Committee Chairperson also creates a summary of the committee feedback 

and provides the feedback to the student & the Grad Director. 

5. A student who fails the PhD Dissertation Defense (Final Examination) on their first attempt 

will be allowed to retake the examination once in the following semester. 

b. The student must formally reschedule the examination in Graduate School ESS in 

order to retake the PhD Dissertation Defense (Final Examination).  

c. For the student to pass the PhD Dissertation Defense (Final Examination) Retake, 

there must be no more than one negative vote. 

 

IV GOOD PRACTICES 

The previous sections were focused on the formal procedures and policies related to the graduate 

studies, while the present section, which is intended to be useful to both students and faculty, 

presents the good practices and some recommendations regarding the following aspects: advisor-

advisee interactions, student evaluations, worktime, leaves of absence, the mission of the 

committee, and – specifically for PhD students – the importance of the different milestones. 

4.1 ADVISOR-ADVISEE INTERACTIONS 

All graduate students in the AOE program have a faculty advisor. PhD students are paired with 

their faculty advisor prior to admission in the AOE program. For MS and MEng students, the 

faculty advisor must be selected, confirmed to and recorded by the AOE Graduate Program 

Coordinator (gradadvise-g@vt.edu) by the end of the student’s first semester. This faculty advisor 

typically will also serve as the student’s MEng, MS or PhD Committee Chair. For PhD students 

and MS with thesis students, the faculty advisor will also serve as research supervisor, and in 

case the student is working under a Graduate Research Assistantship (GRA) funded by a project, 

the faculty advisor will likely be the project Principal Investigator (PI).  

A student can thus be working with a faculty advisor under a GRA, research credits, both, or just 

to get guidance to select their course load and complete their degree. In all cases, the following 

recommendations apply: 

- A respectful attitude should be the rule on both sides. Expression of frustration, anger, or 

any non-professional behavior is prohibited. 

mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
https://ess.graduateschool.vt.edu/
mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
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- Students doing research need supervision to learn about the objectives of their research 

activity, the tools they are using, get some guidance about how to conduct the work, 

discuss the results, and draw some conclusions. They also need to be guided in the writing 

of scientific papers and the presentation of their work. This list is not exhaustive and 

should include the learning and the practice of all the required skills to become a talented 

researcher. In that sense, MEng, MS and PhD programs provide professional development 

through research. 

- To earn their degree, students pursuing a PhD, an MS with thesis, or a MEng need to 

write a dissertation, a thesis, or a report, showing a work consistent with the requirements 

of these degrees, in terms of quantity and quality. It is the responsibility of the research 

supervisor to provide the guidance needed to reach that point, and it is the responsibility 

of the students to work diligently under this guidance to be able to earn their degree.  

- Having at least one opportunity every week to discuss the ongoing work with the 

research supervisor is reasonable. This discussion can take the form of an individual 

meeting, a group meeting, or a project meeting. 

- If the students feel like they don’t have enough guidance and/or don’t have enough 

opportunity to interact with their supervisor, they should be encouraged to express their 

concerns openly and the supervisor should work with the student to find an amenable 

solution.  

- More generally, the students should talk openly about their concerns with their research 

supervisor. If a student feels that talking with the supervisor has generated a negative 

outcome, the student is welcome to reach out to their AOE Graduate Program Coordinator 

and/or the Graduate Program Director to ask for advice and receive support. 

- The research supervisors are expected to welcome the questions or concerns of their 

students and answer / address the issues to the best of their abilities.  

- The worktime should be set according to the rules indicated in section 4.3. The research 

supervisors should generally respect the work-life balance of the student. The graduate 

students are the essential actors of the completion of the funded research projects in the 

AOE department, so it is a good practice to share with them the milestones and constraints 

related to these projects, such that the students are aware of upcoming deadlines and 

specific objectives, and can organize their time accordingly to help their supervisor to meet 

these deadlines. 

4.2 EVALUATION 
Each semester, the students and the faculty are requested to complete a short survey called the 

Graduate Student Assessment Report (GSAR) to evaluate the students’ performances and report 

any issue in their work or in the advisor/advisee interaction. Filling this survey is mandatory for 

both the student and the supervisor. In case the evaluation is not satisfactory per the supervisor, 
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and/or issues are reported by the student, the Graduate Program Director will initiate discussions 

with the student and/or the supervisor. The general objective will be to identify some ways to 

address the issues and/or improve the student’s performance. 

These surveys remain open all year long, and the links can be provided by the AOE Graduate 

Program Coordinator, so at any time, students and faculty can fill it out to express any items of 

concern. Please send an email to the Grad Program Director when you have submitted an item 

for review, to make sure they are immediately aware of the situation. After that, the Grad 

Program Director and the AOE Graduate Coordinator will work with the student and the 

supervisor to help improve the situation, or find a solution for the way forward. 

In the event the research supervisor is expressing some serious and recurrent concerns about 

the student’s performance, and the issue remains unresolved after typically 1 semester, the 

procedure indicated in section 2.10 will apply. Typically: 

- An MS student with thesis could be advised to switch to an MS Non-Thesis to complete 

the MS degree. This can be accomplished by submitting a Thesis Option Change Request 

form for students who have already submitted their Plan of Study to the Graduate School.  

- A PhD student who is not progressing well towards their degree may be recommended 

to switch from PhD to MS. This can be accomplished by submitting a Change of Degree 

Level Request form. This will also necessitate a submission of an MS Plan of Study to the 

Graduate School for review and approval.  

- For a PhD student with a multi-year funding offer, and more generally any student 

working under a GRA, it is good practice for the supervisor to explain the concerns 

directly to the student and fill a “Research Progression Plan”: it  gives the student a certain 

period of time (typically 1 to 2 months) to improve the performance. This should be based 

on clear and reasonable objectives for this period of time, in a written, and recorded 

format. In that situation, the Grad Program Director should be notified by the supervisor 

by email, and the outcomes of the student/advisor discussion (period of time to improve, 

objectives, etc.) should be communicated to them, and approved by the student and the 

supervisor. The Graduate committee will be involved if the supervisor and the student 

disagree on the objectives. A few iterations might be necessary for the plan to be fully 

approved. If this step proves unsuccessful to resolve the situation, or if the plan is 

approved by the Graduate Committee but not the student, then the funding or GRA 

contract will be cancelled/ended, or not renewed for future semesters. The initial multi-

year offer will be cancelled (as the offer stipulates: “This funding offer is contingent on 

you [the student] making sufficient progress towards your degree.”), and the AOE 

Graduate Committee will meet to discuss the options for the graduate student. These 

options can range from the switch to another supervisor who wants to support the student 

to a dismissal from the degree program.  

https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Thesis_Option_Change_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Thesis_Option_Change_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Degree_Level_Request.pdf
https://graduateschool.vt.edu/content/dam/graduateschool_vt_edu/forms/Change_of_Degree_Level_Request.pdf
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In case students have some concerns about their interaction with their research supervisor, and 

their research work in general, they should report it in the GSAR form and ask for a meeting with 

the AOE Grad Program Director. They will review the issues together and decide the best course 

of action. It will likely include a tripartite discussion with the supervisor and a monitoring of the 

situation’s evolution. If it happens to be impossible to resolve it, other options will be discussed 

with the student, like changing supervisor/research project and funding them with either GRAs 

or GTAs (or combination of both) for the remaining time in the AOE Graduate Program. 

Note: Any change of research advisor will likely lead to one or several additional semesters spent 

in the AOE graduate program (depending on the change of topic and the time already spent in 

the program) before the degree can be obtained.  

4.3 WORKTIME 
Students under a GRA are working 20h a week (full GRA) or a portion of that (partial GRA) on 

the project funding their GRA, under the supervision of the PI (Principal Investigator) of the 

project. This amount of time is fixed by the GRA contract and must be respected. The PI cannot 

ask the student to spend more hours than the time indicated in the contract. The student cannot 

work less than the number of hours indicated in the contract, unless the student has specific 

reasons and the PI has given their agreement.  

The students are also working towards their degree. For that purpose, students who are 

preparing for a PhD degree or an MS degree with thesis are taking a specified number of research 

credits each semester, and they are writing a dissertation, based on the work done under these 

research credits. Their research advisor is supervising this academic work. The amount of time 

spent on this research is related to the number of research credits that the students take. Typically, 

each credit is 3h of work/week, so 12 credits is a full-time research effort. More than 12 credits 

would be an unusual workload, which needs to be discussed between the student and the 

supervisor. The research credits need to be balanced with the time spent on the course load. 

Students will take 1 to 4 courses every semester, i.e. 3 to 12 credit hours. The total number of 

credit hours is typically between 12 and 14 for a full-time student (cannot exceed 18) and 6 to 9 

for a part-time student (i.e. a student who is taking less than 12 credits) 

In order for a student’s research credit hours to be appropriately recorded for application 

towards their degree, the student must confirm via email, to the AOE Graduate Program 

Coordinator (gradadvise-g@vt.edu), the total number of research credit hours the student is to 

be registered for each and every semester. Even if the total number is noted on a submitted and 

approved Plan of Study, the student must confirm that research credit amount so that the 

Graduate Program Coordinator can register the student’s credits correctly for their semester 

schedule.  

The hours spent on the GRA and the hours spent on the academic objective can - and usually 

do - overlap, while the research supervisor, in many cases, is also the PI of the project funding the 

mailto:gradadvise-g@vt.edu
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student. But this is not mandatory. A student could have, for example, a 10h GRA under the 

supervision of Faculty Member A and take 6 research credits under the supervision of Faculty 

Member B. In that case, the total amount of time devoted to research would be in that example 

10+3*6= 28 hours/week. 

The students are free to balance their work time / personal time as they wish, of course, but it is 

recommended to avoid overloading. The advisor and the advisee should select together the 

number of research credits taken each semester, and evaluate the total amount of work, to make 

sure that it will not be unreasonable. The advisor should define research objectives in accordance 

with the number of research credits that the students are taking and/or the time they work under 

GRAs, each semester, and take it into account when they evaluate their performance. 

Note: International students can never work more than 20h a week on campus. Working longer 

will jeopardize their visa status, and the Cranwell International Office would terminate their visa. 

The only exception is during the official school breaks. This applies to international students in 

any GRA, GTA, and/or wage positions. 

4.4 WORK LOCATION & LEAVE OF ABSENCE 

A student who wants to take a leave of absence or time away for personal reasons should always 

discuss it with the research supervisor(s) and (if applicable) project PI and get their approval 

before making travel plans. Only personal or family emergencies can justify proceeding 

differently, and the supervisor/PI should still be notified as soon as possible. 

Specific case of students under a Graduate Assistantship (GRA or GTA):  

- All students receiving a stipend from a GRA or GTA contract must arrive at the VT 

campus on or before the start date of their contract. Working virtually, outside of Virginia 

is not permitted. If there is any delay to on-time arrival to perform contract duties, the 

student must notify both the supervisor / course instructor (for a GTA) and the AOE 

Graduate Program Coordinator of the delay and provide an updated expected arrival 

time. Depending on the arrival time, the student’s contract(s) might be recreated to have 

the updated start date to ensure correct financial accounting for time worked.  

- A student is paid to perform a certain number of hours per week, which induces some 

specific constraints. The periods of absence should be scheduled in advance and recorded 

with written permission, to avoid any conflict with important work-related events, as 

much as possible.  

- If students travel abroad, they have to pause their work related to GRA and/or GTA 

assignments. For this reason, it is not expected that students with GRAs or GTAs will 

travel during their contract assignment. Small periods of leave (like 1 or 2 days) are 

unlikely an issue, since the student can catch up with the work the same week. Larger 

periods of leave (like 1 week or more) will induce some loss of worktime, so it should be 

https://secure.graduateschool.vt.edu/graduate_catalog/policies.htm?policy=ff8080815d17d8ba015d994f7a4200e9
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an exceptional circumstance. If the absence is more than 2 weeks, the GRA or GTA will be 

paused during at least a portion of that time.  

- Any time away from contract must receive prior approval from the research supervisor 

and/or course instructor (for a GTA). Students who are sick and cannot work must provide 

a justification and immediately notify their supervisor/course instructor (for a GTA). 

Disrespect of these rules and/or procedures would lead to the immediate termination of 

the contract by the AOE Department 

Note: These rules are mentioned here for students under GRAs and GTAs. Restrictions to or 

conditions for wage employment may also apply. 

4.5 ROLE OF THE COMMITTEE 

PhD students  

PhD students must fill a Plan of Study and form an Advisory Committee. The rules and timeline 

are indicated in section 3 and will not be repeated here. The purpose of this section is to provide 

some more guidelines about the role of this Committee, from the first time the Plan of Study is 

filled to the final defense. 

- The committee is meeting with the student for the different mandatory milestones: the 

Preliminary Exam, the PhD proposal, the Pre-defense, and the Defense (see section 4.6). 

Additional meetings can be scheduled, for example to discuss some adjustments in the 

PhD objectives, or reorientations due to technical issues. The role of the committee is to 

complement the research supervisor and help to guide the student towards graduation. 

Therefore, having at least 1 meeting a year is necessary, 2 meetings a year is reasonable. 

- The committee members have an advisory role. The student can ask for some specific 

guidance from them, if some aspects of the work are relevant to their expertise. 

- The committee has the responsibility to decide if the PhD degree should be awarded 

and ensure that the work performed toward that degree is sufficient in terms of quality 

and quantity. If these criteria are not met, based on their experience and appreciation, the 

student should not be awarded the PhD degree. This decision should be made at the Pre-

Defense. Enough time should be reserved, at the Pre-Defense, to evaluate the students’ 

work and decide if the student’s defense can be scheduled as proposed. If more time is 

needed to reach that point, a timeline and course of action should be decided, so that the 

student knows how much the Defense should be delayed (see section 4.6).  

- Generally, the committee is committed to helping the student to improve the quality of 

the work. 

MS with thesis and MEng students  

The MS with thesis and MEng students also need to form a committee, but they do not necessarily 

meet with their committee before the defense. However, they could, if the student or the research 
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supervisor asks for it. Especially if the student is heavily involved in a research project, having 

one meeting during the Fall semester of the second year can be very beneficial.   

4.6  MILESTONES OF THE PHD 
The importance and the meaning of the four main steps of PhD preparation are detailed in this 

section. 

The preliminary exam 

The preliminary exam is an evaluation of the student’s capability to conduct a research activity 

towards a PhD degree. It aims to check that the PhD students have the required background in their 

research area, the ability to understand and discuss previous work performed in this area and have 

already demonstrated their capability to conduct some research themselves.  

In other words, the objective is to make sure that the students will be able to perform high-quality 

research work during their PhD and go to graduation. If the PhD committee gives a positive output, 

it is a recognition that the student is considered capable to accomplish all tasks involved in PhD degree 

preparation, and should normally get their degree in a reasonable amount of time, provided that the 

student continues to work diligently on the research objectives and maintains a GPA above 3.0. If the 

student fails the first time they take the exam, they should work on improving their performance, 

based on the feedback of the committee, and reschedule it the next semester. If the student fails a 

second time, then the student has to leave the program.  

The Preliminary Exam should be taken in the third semester of the PhD. The reason is that it gives 

enough time to the student to prove their capabilities and if, unfortunately, the student had to leave, 

the time spent in the program would not exceed 2 years.  

In summary, the “prelim” is an exam and an important step in the graduate program, which should 

not be considered lightly by the student, the supervisor, and the committee. This is the responsibility 

of the committee to decide, from the material presented, if the student will be able to pursue a PhD in 

the AOE department. In all cases, a formal evaluation of the student’s performance (Google form) 

needs to be completed by the committee chair after the exam. 

The PhD Proposal  

This is the second milestone of the path towards graduation, but this is not an exam. It should be 

scheduled typically half-way through the PhD, so after 1.5 to 2 years. At this time, the student has 

done significant research work and has a vision (together with the supervisor) of what will be 

completed by the time of graduation. Therefore, this is a good time to write a report on what has been 

accomplished and indicate to the committee what the student plans to include in the final dissertation. 

This is the opportunity for the student to write down a literature survey, a presentation of the tools 

that are used… all aspects that will be useful for the dissertation, even if they must be updated by the 

time this one is finalized.  

The proposal should include a one-page summary of the future content of the dissertation, which is 

not a hard commitment, because things can change on the way, but it’s the reference target for the 
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committee. If significant adjustments need to be made after the proposal, a meeting with the 

committee should be organized to discuss them and gather their feedback. 

The Pre-Defense  

This is the third PhD milestone. It should be scheduled when most of the research work is completed, 

and at least 70% of the dissertation is written. The student has to send the dissertation to the committee 

at least one week before the Pre-Defense.  

During the Pre-Defense, the student has to present the work done and a timeline to the defense. This 

is a formal exam, in the sense that the committee will decide, based on the dissertation and the 

students’ presentation, if the work completed is sufficient for the final defense to be scheduled.  

If the committee decides that the amount and quality of the work performed since the beginning of 

the PhD, as well as the timeline presented to schedule the defense, are satisfactory, then the student 

can plan for their defense accordingly.  

Conversely, if the committee decides that more work is needed to reach that point, a different 

timeline should be discussed, with specific objectives to improve or complete the work, and a new 

pre-defense will be scheduled once most of the work is completed. The final defense can be scheduled 

only after the PhD committee agrees on it during a pre-defense. 

The Final Defense 

The Final Defense is the last step of the PhD. This is the official exam, where the student will be 

awarded the title of doctor. The presentation is open to friends and family. Since the committee has 

guaranteed before that the students’ research work was sufficient to go to the defense, there is no 

uncertainty on the outcome. However, the Q&A session after the presentation is an important time 

where the committee evaluates, at this final stage of the PhD, the expertise of the student in his 

research area, and his ability to discuss in-depth questions about this work. Based on that, the 

committee will formally evaluate the student’s performance (a Google form needs to be filled by the 

committee chair), and also determine the level of expertise and professional qualities of the student, 

which will typically be indicated in future reference letters. 

4.7 MILESTONES OF THE MS OR MENG DEGREE 

Non-Thesis MS students do not have any specific milestones before the final exam. These 

students are not required to do any research work in addition to the coursework. However, they 

can, if they want, include in their Plan of Study AOE 5904 Project & Report credits. Depending on 

the inclusion of AOE 5904 Project & Report credits the committee composition and final exam 

will be different: 

- If they are NOT taking AOE 5904 Project & Report, then the students will be considered 

MS Non-Thesis Coursework Only, and their committee will be composed solely of the 

Grad Director. No other AOE faculty advisor or Committee members are needed. The 

final exam still needs to be formally scheduled, once the coursework is completed, but 
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there is no formal defense required. The Graduate Director will approve the student’s 

degree award based on the verification that the required coursework has been completed. 

- If the student is taking AOE 5904 Project & Report credit hours (maximum of 6), then a 

faculty advisor serving as the Committee Chair is needed to supervise this work, and the 

usual rules of a 3-member MS committee composition apply (at least 3 faculty including 

the advisor). The final exam is a formal defense, where the student will present the 

research work conducted under the supervision of the advisor and respond to the 

questions of the committee. 

 

MS with thesis and MEng students are required to conduct some research work (AOE 5994 for 

MS Thesis, AOE 5904 for MEng) and write a thesis (MS Thesis) or a Project & Report (MEng).  

To be able to schedule their final exam, which is based on an oral presentation of their research 

work, followed by a Q&A session, they should get the approval of their faculty advisor. This 

approval is based on the quality of their thesis or report, which means that they should plan their 

work in such a way that they are able to provide their advisor a draft of the document sufficiently 

in advance.  

The faculty advisor should review the content of the thesis and decide (with the advice of the rest 

of the committee, if needed) if the final exam can be scheduled, or if some additional work / 

corrections need to be applied first. It’s important for the students to have a draft approved by 

the advisor at the time they schedule their defense, to avoid any further delay due to extensive 

corrections after it. Only minor corrections suggested by the committee members should be 

applied after the defense. 
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