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Introduction 
Graduate training in Pathobiology is offered within the Division of Biology and Medicine at Brown 
University. Pathobiology is defined as an interdisciplinary field of research focused on characterizing the 
mechanisms of disease. The techniques of molecular biology and biochemistry are applied to characterize 
structural, functional, and chemical abnormalities occurring at the inter-, intra-, and sub-cellular levels.  
Knowledge acquired at these basic levels is then systematically integrated to provide a fundamental 
understanding of the disease process. 

The Pathobiology program is dedicated to individualized graduate education. Courses are designed to 
prepare students for interpreting basic research by emphasizing a curriculum based on the analysis of 
primary literature. In conjunction with a core of required courses, students together with their mentors 
design an individualized program of study that provides the foundation required to successfully complete 
an independent thesis project. Pathobiology faculty lead a wide range of research programs relevant to 
human disease with training available in the areas of Toxicology and Environmental Pathology, Cancer 
Biology, Aging, and Infection & Immunity.  State of the art facilities that include but are not limited to 
instrumentation for cell sorting and analysis, advanced microscopy and other imaging systems, spatial 
transcriptomics, bioinformatics analysis, transgenic mouse generation, proteomics and genomics are 
available to students in the program.  Through the collaborations with the faculty and clinicians at the 
Warren Alpert Medical School and affiliated hospitals students also have the opportunity to work on 
translational projects involving patient samples and primary cells. 

The major requirement for the PhD is the doctoral thesis which summarizes the student's original 
research.  This research should make a significant contribution to the student’s respective field of study 
as evidenced by publication in a peer-reviewed journal.  The expectation is that to receive a PhD, a student 
will have at least one substantial original first author/co-first author research publication (not a review 
article) at least at the stage of submission to a peer-reviewed journal at the time of graduation.  
Attainment of the doctoral degree on average takes about five and a half years. The minimum 
requirement to receive a degree is the equivalent of three years of full study (24 tuition units or tuition 
months). General requirements of the graduate school are listed in the Graduate Student Handbook.  

Admissions 
Students entering the Pathobiology Graduate Program will usually have at least two years of college 
chemistry (including organic chemistry and physical chemistry) and one year each of calculus and physics, 
in addition to college courses in biology. These should include courses in cell biology, genetics, molecular 
biology, developmental biology, and/or biochemistry. 

Students who are admitted without having sufficient background in all these topics will be encouraged to 
take the appropriate introductory level courses at Brown before enrolling in advanced courses in the 
respective area. 

All international applicants whose native language is not English must submit an official Test of English as 
a Foreign Language (TOEFL) or International English Language Testing System (IELTS) exam score. 

https://graduateschool.brown.edu/academics-research/rules-regulations/graduate-school-handbook
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Appointment and Support information  
PhD students admitted to the Pathobiology program receive a stipend as well as full tuition, health fee 
and health insurance. Each graduate student receives an “Appointment” at Brown that stipulates the 
terms of the stipend and support. Graduate students are paid once monthly, on the last day of the month. 
There are four possible appointment types: Fellow, Teaching Assistant, Trainee or Research Assistant. 
 

● FELLOW: A student is appointed as a FELLOW when they are being supported by their own 
external fellowship OR when they are being supported by the Division of Biology & Medicine prior 
to being assigned to a lab or research group. Typically, students are DIVISIONAL FELLOWS in their 
first year (although many first year students receive other types of appointments). Students who 
are awarded their own Fellowships are also appointed as Fellows.  Each granting agency has 
specific rules, and we will work with the student and the Grants Administration Office to be sure 
that the student's appointment reflects the terms of the grant. Even students who receive grants 
that pay them directly should receive an appointment at the Graduate School. Payroll taxes and 
income taxes are not withheld from students appointed as Fellows. If your fellowship award is 
less than the published Brown Pathobiology stipend, your award will be supplemented so that 
your stipend level is the same as other Pathobiology PhD students, as long as the terms of your 
award do not prohibit supplementation.  

 
● TEACHING ASSISTANT (TA): A student is appointed as a TA when they are assigned to be a 

Teaching Assistant. In general, most students are appointed as a TA in their second year for either 
Spring or Fall semesters. In many cases, payroll/income taxes WILL be withheld while a student is 
a TA. The Associate Dean will work with Graduate Program Directors to determine the best 
matches for TA assignments. Every effort will be made to pair student’s skills and training 
objectives with the needs of the Division, but it should be noted that students are not allowed to 
select their own assignments and their TA assignment preference is not guaranteed. 

 
● TRAINEE:  A student who is funded through a Program training grant, will be appointed as a 

TRAINEE. Training grants are awarded to Brown and administered by a faculty member. The grant 
is devoted to the training of students. Each training grant is different and has different objectives 
– terms of the grant will dictate the selection of students who are appointed. Students who are 
appointed as TRAINEES will not have income or payroll taxes withheld.  

 
● RESEARCH ASSISTANT (RA): Students who are working in a lab or on a project with a faculty 

member and are being funded by their mentor’s grant or program are appointed as RAs. Most 
students in their third year and above are appointed as RAs. Typically, income and payroll taxes 
are withheld from RA paychecks.  

 
Appointment types are linked to funding sources. Be aware that the source of your funding can change 
from year to year and even from semester to semester. This will affect your taxes and net pay.  
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In consultation with your advisor, Program Directors, and the Associate Dean, your appointment will be 
decided prior to the start of each semester.  It is important to keep in mind that any money you receive 
from Brown may be considered taxable income. The impact of the appointment type dictates only 
whether taxes will be withheld from your check – NOT whether you owe taxes.  You may also contact the 
Program Directors or Coordinator if you have any questions about your appointment. 

Other Aspects of Your Student Support  
TUITION: For students entering PhD study with a bachelor’s degree, your support includes the remission 
of tuition. A minimum of 24 tuition units is required for graduation.  
 
HEALTH INSURANCE: Each new student receives insurance coverage through the Brown Student Insurance 
Program. You will receive your insurance card via campus mail.  
 
HEALTH FEE: All students in residence will have their health fee paid and thus, have access to the Brown 
University Health Services during the academic year. 
 
STUDENT OBLIGATION: All graduate students are required to pay an annual $80 Student Activity Fee, and 
$90 Recreational Fee. 

Academic Advising and Mentoring 
Two or three faculty members along with the Program Director and Coordinator will primarily serve as 
the student’s advisory committee.  This committee will advise the student twice a year on academic 
matters and will review the student's progress each semester until the thesis advisory committee is 
selected.  

Expectations for Satisfactory Student Progress 
All courses must be taken for a grade unless an approved course is mandatory S/NC. Pathobiology 
students must earn a minimum of grade B, or the equivalent performance in a course taken S/NC, in all 
courses utilized to fulfill the requirements for the doctoral degree.  Grades of B in research or academic 
work may result in ‘Satisfactory Standing’, but the student will be made aware of this and have the 
opportunity to return to ‘Good Standing’ the following semester. 

If this level of performance is not attained in any one course, the student will be placed on academic 
warning, and the Directors of the Graduate Program, in consultation with the course instructor(s) and the 
student’s advisory committee, will determine the course of action needed to attain proficiency in this 
area.  If B-level performance is not attained in two courses, the Directors of the Graduate Program, in 
consultation with the student’s advisory committee and the Pathobiology Graduate Program Steering 
Committee, will determine if the student may continue in the program.  If B-level performance is not 
attained in three courses, the student will be removed from the Pathobiology Graduate Program without 
further evaluation. 
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The Directors of the Graduate Program in consultation with academic advisors continually assess not only 
student academic achievement, but evidence of motivation, aptitude for bench work, and dedication to 
research, striving for excellence, intellectual engagement, responsibility, maturity, and participation in 
program activities.  Failure to achieve satisfactory progress in areas other than coursework may also be 
grounds for Satisfactory or Warning Status. 

Course of Study 
Graduate training includes a combination of didactic coursework, teaching, and independent research.  
There is a requirement of 24 tuition credits for the PhD degree, of which a maximum of eight can be 
transferred if earned at another institution.  Of these eight credits no more than four credits can replace 
didactic coursework.  Typically, during the first two years, students register for 4 tuition credits through a 
combination of coursework and graduate research.  After the first two years, students fulfill this 
requirement primarily through their independent dissertation research, but students may also continue 
to register for courses that are related to their training throughout their time at Brown. 

For Pathobiology students, the general course of study highlights the following:  

● Establishing competence in disciplines essential for the study of disease mechanisms 

● Acquiring a foundation in cellular and molecular biology  

● Gaining an understanding of the experimental and conceptual structures in the field of biology 

● Encouraging diversification of training, while maintaining the flexibility within the framework of 
formal study 

Students in the Pathobiology Graduate Program are required to take the core course, ‘Molecular 
Mechanisms of Disease’.  Students are strongly encouraged to take a biostatistics course, and Brown 
offers a range of courses at various levels of advancement. Complementary Focus Area courses (see 
example list below) will be selected in consultation with the advisory committee.  Graduate students are 
subject to all of the Registrar’s deadlines  regarding course registrations. 

Required Core Course 

● BIOL 2860 Molecular Mechanisms of Disease (Fall) 
 
Strongly recommended for the majority of students, contingent on previous coursework 

● BIOL 2025 Foundations in Statistics for Biology and Medicine (Fall 2025) 
 
 
Focus Area Courses (list not exhaustive) 
 

● BIOL 0470 Genetics (Fall) 
● BIOL 0800 Principles of Physiology (Spring) 

https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/registrar/course-enrollment/registration#when
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● BIOL 1100 Cell Physiology & Biophysics (Spring) 
● BIOL 1120 Biomaterials (Spring) 
● BIOL 1290 Cancer Biology (Fall) 
● BIOL 1520 Innate Immunity (Fall) 
● BIOL 1550 Parasitism:  Biology and Disease (Spring) 
● BIOL 1555 Methods in Informatics and Data Science for Health (Spring) 
● BIOL 1565 Survey of Biomedical Informatics (Fall) 
● BIOL 1970A Stem Cell Biology (Fall) 
● BIOL 2089 Importance of Intellectual Property in Biotechnology (Fall) 
● BIOL 2040 Ultrastructure/Bioimaging (Spring) 
● BIOL 2310 Developmental Biology (Fall) 
● BIOL 2350 The Biology of Aging (Spring) 
● BIOL 2540 Molecular Genetics (Spring) 
● BIOL 2545 Human Genetics and Genomics (Spring) 
● BIOL 2560 Advanced Virology (Fall) 
● BIOL 1295       Fundamentals of Cancer Immunotherapy (Spring)  
● BIOL 2865 Toxicology (Spring) 
● CLPS 0950 Introduction to Programming (Spring) 
● CLPS 1480B Cognitive Aging and Dementia (Spring) 
● NEUR 1020 Principles of Neurobiology (Spring) 
● NEUR 1540 Neurobiology of Learning and Memory (Spring) 
● NEUR 1740 Mechanisms of Neurological and Psychiatric Disorders (Spring) 
● PHP 1501 Essentials of Data Analysis (Fall) 
● PHP 2120 Introduction to Methods in Epidemiologic Research (Fall) 
● PHP 2510 Principles of Biostatistics (Fall) 
● PHP 2560 Statistical Programming with R (Fall) 

 
 

Focus Area Courses may be substituted with prior approval of the Program Directors.  
 
After satisfying the academic credit requirement, all students must enroll each semester in either a full-
time graduate independent study or thesis preparation to remain an “enrolled student”. 

● BIOL 2980 Graduate Independent Study (Spring or Fall) 
● BIOL 2990 Graduate Thesis Preparation (please note this is not for credit) 

Responsible Conduct in Research Training (RCR) 
All entering PhD students in the Division of Biology and Medicine are required to take RCR training.  RCR 
training is organized by the Office of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies during the Fall semester of a 
student’s first year.  In addition, the Division requires that graduate students complete refresher training 
in RCR during their fourth year of study. 
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Individual Development Plan (IDP) 
In response to NIH requirements regarding the use of individual development plans, matriculated 
graduate students will complete and submit an IDP to both the Program Directors and the Office of 
Graduate Studies. Incoming students will be provided with a template for the IDP during RCR and this will 
be built upon during the period of graduate training.  It is expected that the IDP be updated at least 
annually in collaboration with thesis advisor/mentor.  The IDP is a valuable tool that gives trainees the 
opportunity to define their short-term and long-term goals. Research shows that people who incorporate 
career planning into their training are more likely to reach their goals. The IDP is intended for scientists at 
all career stages to think about and develop goals for the next 6-12 months with the intent to advance 
career development. These goals should include, but are not limited to, research project goals, career 
advancement goals and skill development goals. 

Introduction to Research in Pathobiology (‘Faculty on Parade’) 
Introduction to Research in Pathobiology is offered as a series of presentations by the active Pathobiology 
trainers to introduce incoming Pathobiology graduate students to research opportunities available in the 
laboratories of program faculty.  Attendance of these presentations is mandatory and is part of the 
activities required for successful completion of BIOL 2980 in the first semester at Brown.  

Research 
In the first academic year, students are expected to work in three laboratories for a period of 8-10 weeks 
each during the Fall and Spring semester as well as winter intersession to complete their required 3 
research rotations.  The rotations are intended to provide familiarity with several research areas and 
various mentoring styles so the student can make an informed choice of a laboratory for their thesis 
research.  The choice of the thesis advisor is expected to be made no later than the end of the Spring 
semester of a student’s first year in the program. Students may request permission from the DGSs to 
perform additional rotations on a case-by-case basis. If students are unable to find a thesis lab after 5 
rotations before the Fall semester of their second year, they will automatically be put on warning status 
and depending on the specific circumstances related to their performance their continuation in the 
program may be in jeopardy. Students are expected to dedicate their full effort outside of their 
coursework and other program activities to their research projects.  Students may be placed on Academic 
Warning for failure to maintain satisfactory research progress. 
 
For Academic Year 2025-26: 
 
Rotation 1:  September 2 – November 20 
Rotation 2:  December 1 – February 12 
Rotation 3:  February 16 – April 23 
 
The expectations of a faculty mentor are that they make every effort to provide the student with the skills 
and knowledge base to succeed in their chosen field of research.  Mentors will ensure that students follow 

https://www.brown.edu/academics/biomed/graduate-postdoctoral-studies/resources-and-programs/individual-development-plan-idp
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ethical procedures in their research. Mentors will be available to regularly discuss project progress.  
Mentors will also regularly provide feedback to students so they can evaluate their overall progress and 
help to guide career goals. Students are strongly encouraged to have a rotation ‘entry’ and ‘exit’ 
conversation with their mentor. Upon completion of the rotation, mentors submit a rotation evaluation 
form to the program directors. 

Research Seminars 
Approximately 25 seminars are offered each academic year.  Guest lecturers are invited by program 
faculty and students, and represent the four thematic areas of the Pathobiology Graduate Program.  The 
Pathobiology program hosts a Spring Seminar Series that all students in the program are required to 
attend weekly. During the Fall semester, first year students are required to attend the MMI or PLM 
departmental seminar, and students in thesis labs are required to attend a weekly seminar of their choice, 
such as those offered by the Department of Molecular Microbiology and Immunology (MMI), Department 
of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine (PLM), Legorreta Cancer Center, or the Center on the Biology of 
Aging. All of these constituents host seminar series that relate to the four thematic areas and are likely of 
interest to our students.  The Division of Biology & Medicine publishes a weekly digest of events that 
contains seminar announcements.  

Journal Club 
This weekly research seminar takes place throughout the academic year.  The expectation is that students 
present data from their current work and/or critical analyses of recent literature. Each graduate student 
will present one journal club each year. Attendance and active participation are required.  Once students 
have reached the final writing stage of their thesis, they may request to be excused from this requirement 
by the DGSs. 

Retreat 
The Pathobiology Graduate Program holds an annual retreat that takes place the week before the Fall 
semester starts. This is an important part of the graduate educational experience, as students have an 
opportunity to present their work in either poster or talk form, and also hear about their colleague’s 
research. In addition, there are 1-2 outside keynote speakers that assist in evaluating the graduate 
program. This is a required activity and missing the annual retreat must be excused by the DGSs.   

Teaching 
Teaching Assistantship. All students are required to serve as a teaching assistant for one semester. This 
teaching requirement will be fulfilled by assisting in courses in which graduate students lead a discussion 
component or laboratory section and/or present a small number of lectures. The faculty member in 
charge of the course is responsible for providing feedback and suggestions to the teaching assistants on 
their performance at least twice during each semester.  The program will also request feedback from the 
course faculty member or the teaching assistant.  Teaching assignments are determined by the Associate 
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Dean for Graduate Studies, in consultation with the Program Directors. Students are encouraged to 
communicate their TA assignment preferences, however, placement cannot be guaranteed. 
 
Harriet W. Sheridan Center for Teaching and Learning. Because the development of teaching skills is an 
important part of the PhD training in Pathobiology, all students are required to obtain a Level I teaching 
certificate from the Sheridan Center. The Level I teaching certificate is a year-long training which consists 
of four online components and four interactive workshops. Students should register for the Level I 
teaching certificate in early September of their second year in the program.  
 
The Sheridan Center offers five levels of teaching certificates, and students are encouraged to obtain 
additional certificates if they so choose. The Center runs several programs and workshops including 
individual teaching consultations. The Sheridan Center’s Teaching Certificate Program serves as the 
centerpiece of a teaching portfolio and demonstrates commitment to teaching excellence. 
 

Participation in Pathobiology Graduate Program Committees. 

The Pathobiology Program offers students the opportunity to serve on a variety of committees. While 
participation is open to all, service on most committees is especially encouraged for students who have 
advanced to candidacy. Involvement in these committees helps foster leadership skills and professional 
development. 

Announcements regarding committee service opportunities are distributed annually via the Pathobiology 
program email list. Available opportunities include serving as a peer mentor to first-year students, joining 
the seminar committee, admissions committee, or the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Committee (DEIC), 
as well as participating in Preview Day and other recruitment-related activities. 

Travel Funding 
Graduate students who present original work at academic conferences may be eligible to receive travel 
funding.  For those eligible, the Office of Graduate Studies (OGS) will assist with travel-related expenses 
of one professional trip per fiscal year up to $750. Travel award funding is available only to those students 
who will be presenting at the conference. This award may be combined with other sources and will be 
issued in the form of reimbursement with appropriate receipts. If seeking reimbursement, students must 
communicate their travel plans in advance with the program.  This allows for coordination of flights with 
FCm Travel Solutions, which is the preferred travel agency of Brown University.  They will ensure that 
flights are compliant with the Fly America Act and students will not incur out-of-pocket expenses to book 
flights.  Brown University travelers who use FCm to book their travel receive the added benefit that their 
trip is automatically registered with the University’s travel assistance company, International SOS.  
Graduate students are encouraged to apply for additional funding from other University resources, 
including  the Graduate Student Council, and the International Travel Fund.  All offices require at least 
one-month notice prior to travel. 

 

https://graduatestudies.biomed.brown.edu/graduate-students/travel-funding
https://osp.finance.harvard.edu/fly-america-act-and-open-skies-agreements
https://osp.finance.harvard.edu/fly-america-act-and-open-skies-agreements
https://www.internationalsos.com/MasterPortal/default.aspx?membnum=11BSGC000031&akey=F3429D05-ED1D-B594-D93BA255D50416CB
https://www.internationalsos.com/MasterPortal/default.aspx?membnum=11BSGC000031&akey=F3429D05-ED1D-B594-D93BA255D50416CB
https://www.brown.edu/academics/biomed/graduate-postdoctoral-studies/graduate-students/travel-awards
https://sites.brown.edu/gsc/resources/funding/conference-funding/
https://sites.brown.edu/gsc/resources/funding/conference-funding/
https://graduateschool.brown.edu/financing-support/internal-funding-appointments/international-travel-fund
https://graduateschool.brown.edu/financing-support/internal-funding-appointments/international-travel-fund
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The following ‘Best Practices’ are per the University Controller, and Program guidelines.  Travelers must: 

· Process expenses within 60 days of their return, or reimbursement is subject to taxation. 
· Cite all training support on posters and abstracts.  This includes Federal grants and internal funding. 
· Book Standard room accommodations at non-luxury hotels.  Airbnb lodging is disallowed. 
· Reimbursement covers hotel stays for check-in one day before a conference, and check-out one day 

post-conference.  Any additional overnights are not included. 
· Purchase non-refundable, coach class airline tickets, if not booked with FCm Travel Solutions. 
·      Pay only for their own travel costs.  Lab staff and colleague expenses cannot be reimbursed. 
·  Provide credit card/bank statement to verify cardholder and charges. 
·      For international travel, verify USD conversion via credit card/bank statement. 
·      Consult with their mentor regarding meal reimbursement and/or per diem. 
·      Review University/grant lodging maximum per diem rates prior to booking. 
·      Utilize rental cars or personal vehicles only when less expensive than airline or rail travel, or it is 

necessary to transport equipment or materials.  Prior approval is required. 

Resources for Support 
There are several sources available for academic support including those listed by the Office of Graduate 
Studies. 

Students with a disability for which they need accommodations must register with Student Accessibility 
Services (SAS) and provide the Directors with an academic accommodation letter issued by SAS.  For more 
information students can contact SAS at SAS@brown.edu or (401) 863-9588.   

Students seeking more information regarding Medical Leave should contact Student Support Services 
(Graduate Center, 4th floor). Additional information: Seek Support | Campus Life | Brown University 

Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) provides free confidential counseling (Page-Robinson Hall, 
Room 512, 401-863-3476).  CAPS offers Saturday appointments for graduate students from 9 am to 4 pm 
during the academic year at Health Services, 13 Brown Street. 

Maria Suarez, Associate Dean of Student Support in the Graduate School, is providing support and 
assistance for Master’s and PhD students (Horace Mann 110, maria_suarez@brown.edu, 401-863-1802). 

Students can also contact the Brown Ombuds Office, which can provide independent, confidential, neutral 
and informed advice.   This Office can help with any issues arising from or affecting the work of students 
at Brown. 
 
Title IX & Gender Equity Office. Brown University’s commitment to providing a safe and healthy campus 
environment requires addressing all forms of sexual harassment and violence and gender-based 
misconduct, implementing prevention efforts, and providing support and resources for those who 
experience it.  Brown maintains Title IX policies and procedures to address sexual misconduct complaints 
in a prompt, impartial and unbiased manner, grounded in fairness and support to both complainants and 

https://policy.brown.edu/policy/travel-meals
https://policy.brown.edu/policy/lodging-travel
https://www.brown.edu/academics/biomed/graduate-postdoctoral-studies/
https://www.brown.edu/academics/biomed/graduate-postdoctoral-studies/
mailto:SAS@brown.edu
https://campus-life.brown.edu/seek-support
mailto:maria_suarez@brown.edu
https://ombuds.brown.edu/
https://campus-life.brown.edu/equity-compliance-reporting/title-ix/title-ix-and-gender-equity-office
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respondents.  If you are experiencing a crisis, support is available. Students can call the Sexual Assault 
Response Line at 401-863-6000 for confidential crisis support and information for immediate help 
accessing resources in response to an incident of sexual violence or interpersonal harm. 
 
In addition, Brown's Graduate School offers a wealth of information on Graduate Student Resources.  
 
The Office of Graduate Studies provides several resources for professional development including 
instructions on writing Individual Development Plans and a list of current funding opportunities.  There is 
also the option of taking a variety of training modules from the Initiative to Maximize Student 
Development.  These modules are targeted to graduate students and examples include “Designing and 
Delivering Scientific Presentations” and “Professionalism and Career Development: Preparing for the 
Postdoc Experience”. 

Studying Abroad 
Students who are planning to study abroad are required to register the trip with the Brown University 
Global Assistance Program.   This program provides 24-hour worldwide medical, security, and travel 
assistance, including emergency evacuation.  Please visit the website for more information and the access 
code to Brown’s International SOS portal. 

Formation of Thesis Advisory Committee 
During the Spring semester of a student’s second year, the student, in consultation with their thesis 
advisor, will assemble a thesis advisory committee.  The committee will consist of the student's advisor 
and three additional program faculty members.  One member of the student’s committee may be from 
outside the program with prior approval from the Program Directors.  The student is to inform the 
program in writing once the selection of the thesis advisory committee is complete. 
 
The initial thesis advisory committee meeting is brief, no more than one hour, and is essentially an 
organizational meeting. The student is expected to present slides outlining the thesis project. A 20-30 
minute presentation is to be planned for this initial meeting. The main goal of this meeting is to schedule 
and discuss expectations of the preliminary qualifying exam. 
 
The thesis advisory committee will serve as the examination committee for the Preliminary Exam.  The 
preliminary examination must be completed by August 15 of the student’s second year in the 
program.  After completion of the preliminary examination, the student will meet with the thesis advisory 
committee at least once each year to review their progress. A brief written report of progress and 
proposed work is prepared by the student before each of these meetings. After the meeting the progress 
summary signed by all committee members is to be submitted to Program Directors. It is the student’s 
responsibility to schedule and attend this annual thesis advisory committee.  If this meeting exceeds a 15-
month period, the student will be placed on ‘Satisfactory Standing’ with the Graduate School. The thesis 

https://graduateschool.brown.edu/about/graduate-student-resources
https://www.brown.edu/initiatives/maximize-student-development/training-modules
https://www.brown.edu/initiatives/maximize-student-development/
https://www.brown.edu/initiatives/maximize-student-development/
https://www.brown.edu/campus-life/safety/resources/international-sos
https://www.brown.edu/campus-life/safety/resources/international-sos
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advisory committee continues to guide the student’s research throughout their thesis work and, with the 
addition of an external examiner, will serve as the student’s final thesis examination committee. 

Graduate Student Advising 
PhD students (mentees) are engaged in an intense period of personal and professional growth. During 
this period students develop into independent scientists with significant expertise in forming and 
addressing scientific questions. This requires focus, determination, time on task, significant technical, 
analytical, and personal support, and the ability to work with mentors and other team members to 
advance research goals. 

Mentoring is an active process by which faculty advisors establish and foster structured and trusting 
relationships with graduate students by offering guidance, support and encouragement aimed at 
developing their competence and facilitating their success.  Mentors are good listeners, people who care 
about the graduate student(s) want to help them further develop their strengths and achieve academic 
excellence and professional advancement. 

Advising can be defined as offering constructive counsel and guidance to graduate students in order to 
assist them in achieving their academic and professional development goals. An advisor helps to evaluate 
graduate student and trainee skills and talents, and assists students/trainees in the selection of 
coursework and other academic and training activities that will help further their academic enrichment 
and professional development. Advisors also help students navigate program requirements and assess 
achievement of key milestones. During their time in the Pathobiology Graduate Program, students will be 
advised by program leadership, the thesis advisor, and the Thesis Advisory Committee. After the first year, 
the major advisor should be the thesis advisor with the assistance of the Thesis Advisory Committee.   

Mentor-Mentee Agreement 
A successful student-mentor relationship requires commitment from the student, mentor, graduate 
program, and institution. The Pathobiology Graduate Program encourages all student-mentor pairs to 
review the guidelines and examples for a successful advising agreement provided in the AAMC Mentor 
Training for Biomedical Researchers (2014).  After reviewing the guidelines, and discussing what goals and 
commitments are important for both student and mentor, both parties will sign the mentoring compact. 

Preliminary Qualifying Examination 
The preliminary qualifying examination consists of two parts, a written exam and an oral exam.  The goal 
of the qualifying exam is to test the student’s ability to think broadly and critically about science. This 
involves an assessment of the student’s general and specific knowledge base, the student’s ability to 
formulate testable hypotheses, to predict experimental outcomes based on these hypotheses and to 
consider alternative interpretations and approaches to specific scientific questions. The written 
component will consist of the student preparing a detailed and specific thesis proposal written in the 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PCAeN9jLcJqOu1rey_vR4mHsFZSqWu0L/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PCAeN9jLcJqOu1rey_vR4mHsFZSqWu0L/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PCAeN9jLcJqOu1rey_vR4mHsFZSqWu0L/view?usp=sharing
https://www.brown.edu/academics/biomed/pathobiology/sites/academics-biomed-pathobiology/files/Mentor-Mentee%20Compact.pdf
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format of a grant application. The proposal length should follow the current NIH F31 format. Outline of 
the sections as below may be used as a general reference point:  
 
Title and Specific Aims Page:  Provide a clear descriptive title. The specific aims page should include a 
summary of the background and significance, identify gaps in knowledge and state the overarching 
hypothesis, and the specific aims to address it.  

Background and Significance:  This section is to highlight how the hypothesis was developed and to outline 
the experimental approach.  

Preliminary Findings are to be presented as available to support the proposed plan. Innovation section 
should highlight both technical and conceptual innovation of the proposed work. 

Approach:  For each specific aim sufficient experimental details should be provided to permit the reviewer 
to evaluate the probability of success of the proposed experimental plan. Expected results, pitfalls and 
alternative approaches should be discussed.  Impact and Timeline should be outlined. 

Paper format:  1 line-spacing with .5-inch margins (top/bottom and left/right) and 11-point Arial type font. 

Page limitations: Title, and Specific Aims (1 page), Background (1 page max, 2 pages if includes 
preliminary data) Innovation less than half a page, Approach 3-4 pages for a maximum of 6 pages total 
(not including References).  

The proposal must be shared with the thesis advisory committee at least 2 weeks before the oral defense 
of the proposal. The oral exam will consist of a 30-minute seminar which overviews the rationale and 
design of the thesis proposal. The committee will evaluate the written proposal as well as the oral 
presentation. The student will then answer specific questions from each committee member about the 
proposal (including any relevant background information). During the oral presentation, the committee 
members will interrupt with specific questions. In principle, for every 5 minutes of student presentation, 
the committee will ask approximately 30 minutes of questions. During the exam, the committee will offer 
insights that can aid in development of the thesis project.  At the end of the exam, the chairperson will 
ask the student to leave the room to allow the committee to discuss both the written and oral 
presentations.  It is necessary to successfully defend the proposal to be promoted to ‘Candidacy for the 
PhD’ as recognized by the Graduate School. Students who fail this exam after 2 attempts will be asked to 
leave the program.  Students who need to repeat the exam must do so by the end of their 5th semester at 
Brown University.  
 
Failure/passing of the preliminary qualifying examination is determined by majority vote.  
 
A poor performance on the written portion of the examination will result in a provisional pass with the 
expectation that the student undertakes a program of remedial writing.  Following completion of this 
writing program, students will submit a revised written version of the proposal for re-evaluation by the 
committee.  
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Annual Thesis Advisory Committee Meeting 
The purpose of the thesis advisory committee is to provide a local group of experts to advise the student 
in various aspects of their thesis research, career and professional development as well as to provide 
support for mitigating conflicts that may arise between the student and their advisor.  Once a student is 
promoted to candidacy, they will meet with their thesis advisory committee at least once each year to 
review their progress.  Not having a thesis advisory committee meeting in a timely manner will impact 
academic standing. A brief written report of progress and proposed work is prepared by the student 
before each of these meetings. The chairperson of the committee will prepare a written report 
summarizing the meeting, and forward it to the Program Directors and Coordinator, and the student.  
 
At each committee meeting the PI will discuss progress of the student privately with the committee 
members without the student present.  In addition, the student will meet privately with the committee 
without the PI present. This is an opportunity for the student to discuss the mentoring relationship with 
their thesis advisor and seek advice as needed.  

Thesis and Beyond 
The thesis advisory committee will consist of the thesis advisor, three other members of the Brown faculty 
and a reader external to Brown.  The Committee will generally decide when the student is ready to submit 
and defend their PhD thesis.  The written thesis should represent a comprehensive summation of the 
student’s total research effort.  

If a doctoral student completes all requirements for the PhD during semester I, the tuition and fees for 
semester II will not be charged (even though the degree itself will not be formally conferred until the end 
of semester II). Students must file the required documents before the first day of classes in semester II to 
avoid being charged the tuition and fees for semester II. 

Portions of the student’s work which have progressed to manuscript form can be incorporated into the 
above format, e.g., a manuscript may form a chapter or part of a chapter within the ‘Methods and Results’ 
section.  For all co-authored manuscripts included in the thesis, the candidate should explicitly state their 
contribution to the summarized work.  This can be done by listing figures and tables on the title page of 
each co-authored manuscript to which the student contributed significantly. 

The thesis will be submitted to the thesis advisory committee at least two weeks prior to the defense. 
After submission of the thesis, the student will defend it at an open presentation, followed by an 
examination attended by members of the thesis advisory committee and other faculty members who 
choose to participate.  Faculty members are encouraged to read each thesis submitted and to participate 
in the defense and examination.  Specific formatting requirements of the dissertation are found on the 
Graduate School website. 

https://graduateschool.brown.edu/academics-research/rules-regulations/dissertation-guidelines
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At least two weeks prior to the final examination or defense, the following item must be submitted to the 
Graduate School by the candidate: Dissertation Defense Information Form. 

One important component of the dissertation is the Signature Page.  All PhD candidates are required to 
submit their signature page to the Graduate School.  Electronic signatures are acceptable.  An unsigned 
copy of the signature page should be uploaded to the ETD system. 

PhD candidates at Brown must file their final dissertations electronically. Brown's Electronic Theses and 
Dissertation (ETD) system was developed by the Graduate School and the University Library. The system 
is designed to collect and archive final dissertations as a text-based PDF file. Electronic dissertations 
submitted through the ETD will appear in the Library's discovery service and in the Brown Digital 
Repository. To complete the electronic submission process, doctoral candidates must have successfully 
defended their dissertation and had it approved by their committee. To use the ETD system, doctoral 
candidates must possess a valid username and password for accessing Brown’s computer network.  

SUBMISSION OF THE FINAL COPY 
When the dissertation is presented to the Graduate School electronically, it must be in its final form. 
Dissertations may require revision after their original presentation if it is determined by the Graduate 
School that the dissertation does not conform to the standards articulated above. The need for such 
revisions is not grounds for a deadline extension. If a dissertation is determined to be defective after the 
deadline, the Graduate School may refuse to confer a student's degree. Doctoral candidates are 
encouraged to submit their dissertations early, and to send questions not answered by the descriptions 
above, to ETD@brown.edu. 

ALL completing doctoral candidates are required to submit paper copies of the documents listed below 
directly to Barbara Bennett in the Graduate School. The dissertation will not be accepted and the 
candidate's degree will not be conferred if an item from this list is missing or incomplete. The online 
submission system will send notifications when each document has been received and approved by the 
Graduate School. 

1. Ph.D. Exit Survey, Brown University Graduate School must be completed online. 
2. Survey of Earned Doctorates, National Research Council. 
3. The title page, this may be sent by email. 
4. The signed signature page which may be sent by email to Barbara_bennett@brown.edu. 

 
THE DIPLOMA 
The Office of the Registrar's Application to Graduate provides the candidate with an opportunity to 
indicate how the diploma name should appear. Otherwise, the name that will appear on the diploma and 
in the Commencement program, and under which the Library will catalog the dissertation, is the name 
under which the candidate is officially registered. Any request for a change of registered name should be 

https://graduateschool.brown.edu/sites/default/files/pdfs/Dissertation%20Defense%20Information%20Form_0.pdf
https://graduateschool.brown.edu/sites/default/files/pdfs/Sample%20-%20Dissertation%20Signature%20Page.pdf
https://library.brown.edu/etd/
http://library.brown.edu/etd/
http://library.brown.edu/etd/
http://library.brown.edu/find/Search/Results/?filter%5b%5d=collection%3ABrown%20University%20Dissertations
https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/collections/
https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/collections/
mailto:ETD@brown.edu
https://brown.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_2nLEFAotZ1OqwPH
https://sed-ncses.org/login.aspx
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addressed to the Office of the Registrar and accompanied by supporting legal documentation (marriage 
certificate, passport, driver’s license, or social security card). 
 
CERTIFICATE OF COMPLETION 
If all academic requirements for the degree and all financial obligations have been met before the 
deadline, the Office of the Registrar will issue a certificate of completion within three weeks of the 
candidate's request.  If you have any questions regarding the submission of your dissertation or thesis, 
please contact the Graduate School's Academic Manager, Barbara Bennett, 401-863-2843. 

Required Steps & Deadlines for Degree Conferral 
October 2025 degree conferral 

July 1 Banner-based Application to Graduate open to students who expect to 
complete in October 

September 5 Deadline for October graduates to submit the Application to Graduate via 
Banner 

September 5 Thesis and dissertation submission deadline for October graduates 

October 26 Degree conferral 

February 2026 Degree Conferral 

October 1 Banner-based Application to Graduate open to students who expect to 
complete in February (Registrar's requirement) 

January 9 Thesis and dissertation submission deadline for February graduates 

January 9 Deadline for February graduates to submit the Application to Graduate via 
Banner 

February 8 Degree conferral 

May 2026 Degree Conferral 

January 12 Banner-based Application to Graduate open to students who expect to 
complete in May (Registrar's requirement) 

April 17 Deadline for May graduates to submit the Application to Graduate via Banner 

May 1  Thesis and dissertation submission deadline for May graduates 

May 24  Degree conferral 
 

http://selfservice.brown.edu/
http://selfservice.brown.edu/
http://selfservice.brown.edu/
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Commencement 
Brown has one graduation per year; Commencement exercises and the conferral of degrees take place on 
the Sunday before Memorial Day. Students may file their dissertations at any time of the year in advance 
of the filing deadline. Students may choose to request a Certificate of Completion to show that they have 
completed all degree requirements before beginning a position, as faculty or postdoctoral fellow, for 
example. 

Commencement exercises are scheduled for Sunday, May 24, 2026, and to participate in this event, 
eligible graduate students need to take several steps:  

1. Fill out the Application to Graduate on self-service Banner by April 17 (Registrar’s requirement). 
2. Register for Commencement by April 1 (Graduate School requirement). 
3. Rent or purchase academic regalia by April 1. 
4. Plan to attend rehearsal on Saturday, May 23, at 2:00pm. 

 

Changes to students’ access after degree completion 
Students are encouraged to review this summary of changes to access upon the degree completion: 
Students: Changes to Your Access After Degree Completion - Knowledgebase / Accounts and Passwords / 
Leaving Brown - OIT Service Center 

https://commencement.brown.edu/
https://selfservice.brown.edu/ss/twbkwbis.P_GenMenu?name=homepage
https://graduateschool.brown.edu/about/academic-events-honors/commencement/essential-steps-prepare-commencement
https://ithelp.brown.edu/kb/articles/students-changes-to-your-access-after-degree-completion
https://ithelp.brown.edu/kb/articles/students-changes-to-your-access-after-degree-completion
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