
REQUIREMENTS AND POLICIES GOVERNING 
THE GRADUATE PROGRAM IN MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL BIOLOGY 
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The Graduate Program in Marine Environmental Biology & its Administration 

Introduction 

 Graduate students in the Graduate Program in Marine Environmental (referred to subsequently as "GPMEB" 
or the "Program") may pursue a Ph.D. degree. 

 At the University of Southern California, graduate education is the responsibility of the Department, but the 
University's Graduate School establishes minimum requirements concerning grade point average, number and 
distribution of units, residency, time limits, etc. that are common to all advanced degrees offered within the 
College of Letters, Arts and Sciences at the University.  Specific courses, examinations, skills, and research 
requirements are established by the student's program of study, in this case the Graduate Program in Marine 
Environmental Biology.  Collectively, both sets of regulations constitute the student's "degree requirements," all 
of which must be met by the student.   

 Graduate School regulations are listed in the current University of Southern California Catalogue somewhat 
confusingly, one part of these are scattered in the section on "Academic Policies and Information" near the 
beginning of the USC Catalogue and the rest are found near the middle of the USC Catalogue under "The 
Graduate School."  Those regulations, which most commonly affect GPMEB students, are included in this 
document, but this listing should not be considered definitive.   

 GPMEB regulations are listed in this document; the major requirements of degrees in the GPMEB are also 
listed in the USC Catalogue under "Department of Biological Sciences." 
  
Program Administration--The Graduate School 

 The Graduate School maintains the University's official Permanent Graduate Student File and is ultimately 
responsible for admission of our graduate students and the awarding of their degrees.  As noted above the 
Graduate School establishes requirements concerning grade point average, number and distribution of units, 
residency, and time limits that are common to advanced degree programs in all units under their jurisdiction, 
including the Department of Biological Sciences. 

 Official forms are used to track a student's progress by The Graduate School and completion and submittal of 
these usually is to be at a specified point in the student's tenure.  Timetables for the completion of degree 
requirements are available at The Graduate School.  The schedule for the Ph.D. student's final and penultimate 
semesters are especially detailed and need to be adhered to closely. 

 All Graduate School forms prepared by or on behalf of the student must be approved by the Director of the 
Program and by the Chair of the Department before their submittal to the Graduate School.  All Graduate School 
forms are available from the Graduate Student Coordinator, Linda Bazilian. 
 
Graduate Student Representatives 

 In late spring, GPMEB students select two graduate students to serve as Graduate Student Representative and 
Alternate Graduate Student Representative for the coming academic year.  To be eligible for the posts, both 
students must have passed their Qualifying Examination.  The Alternate will represent the graduate students in the 
Graduate Student Representative's absence or by the latter's appointment.  The Graduate Student Representative 
has one vote in meetings of the GPMEB Faculty representing the opinions of the graduate students. 

 The Graduate Student Representative has no voting power in either the continuation of fellow graduate 
students or in the Qualifying Examination.  At the option of the student examined, the Graduate Student 
Representative may also be present during the oral part of the Qualifying Examination. 
 

Graduate Student Coordinator of GPMEB   

 The Graduate Student Coordinator of GPMEB is the staff member responsible for processing and maintaining 
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graduate student files; serving as liaison between the students, GPMEB Faculty, and the Graduate School; and 
making available application materials, Graduate School Forms, and other relevant documents.  A permanent 
Department file on each student is maintained in the Marine Environmental Biology Program Office. 
 
Student Advisement and Guidance 

The First Year Advisor; Initial Advisement and Evaluation by Student's Advisor 

 Most students have a first-year advisor who is identified in the acceptance letter.  This initial advisor may be 
replaced by another faculty member with whom the student has closer research affiliations at the request of the 
student and with the approval of the new advisor.  If an incoming student has not chosen an advisor, this should 
be a priority during the first semester.  

 The Program provides an initial orientation for all incoming students.  During registration week of a graduate 
student's first semester, the student's initial advisor meets with the student to review his/her previous course work 
and experiences and to discuss career objectives.  A primary purpose of this initial interview is to identify major 
deficiencies in a student's preparation and to suggest means of remedying any such deficiencies.   
 
Screening Committee 

 A Screening Committee is created each year and consists of the members of the admissions committee plus 
the student's advisor.  This committee will meet with incoming students as soon as possible to evaluate the 
student’s background and make recommendations for developing a solid base in marine biology.  They will 
administer the Screening Examination, which is given near the end of the student's second semester of graduate 
work at USC.  The Screening Committee will also be responsible for the student's advisement and guidance from 
the time of its appointment until the five-member Ph.D. Guidance Committee is established.  Each student's 
performance will be reported in writing on the GPMEB's Report of the Screening Committee. 
 
 
Requirements for the Ph.D. Degree 
 
Time Schedule 

 All course requirements for the Ph.D. degree are normally completed within three calendar years from the 
date on which the student took his/her first course at USC and must be completed within eight calendar years 
from that time.   
 
General Requirements 

 A total of 60 units must be completed for the Ph.D. Degree. 
 
Course Requirements--Core courses 

 Two core courses are currently required:  BISC 582 and BISC 584.  These courses should be taken during the 
student’s first year at USC.  Students are also required to take 4 units of BISC 529 (MEB Seminar). 

 Students must receive a grade of B or better in each core class and maintain a cumulative 3.0 Grade Point 
Average in all coursework. 

Official Guidance Committees 

 A five-person Ph.D. Guidance Committee should be established soon after the screening exam, but no later than 
the fourth semester of enrollment for a student seeking a Ph.D. degree.  After the student passes the Qualifying 
Examination, the Ph.D. Guidance Committee is called the Dissertation Committee. 
 
The Student and His/Her Responsibilities 

 The student is ultimately responsible for his/her graduate career and must be familiar with Graduate School 
and GPMEB requirements and responsible for their timely completion.  

 If a student's needs are not being met, he/she should seek redress, using the following chain of command: 



USC Marine Environmental Biology Orientation Guide                                                                                               Fall, 2004 

advisor, advisory committee (screening, guidance, dissertation), Director of the Program, Department Chair, and 
Graduate School.  

 In addition to all other rules, the University has established codes of conduct to which all students must 
adhere.  One aspect of graduate training -- service as a teaching assistant -- places them in a position of power 
over undergraduate students.  The position implies added responsibilities and liabilities, especially in respect to 
such matters as fairness, equal treatment, sexual harassment, etc.  Information on University policies concerning 
conduct is available in SCampus.  Further information or sources of information may be obtained from the 
Department office. 
 
Formal Graduate Seminars 

 Students must complete a minimum of four (4) 2-unit graduate seminars.  Because a critical feature of such 
seminars is exposure to current literature, all four required seminars must be completed during the student's tenure 
at USC.  With the written permission of the student's committee, a formal course completed at another institution 
may be counted as one of the four required seminars (the course must have been completed during the student's 
tenure here, however). 
 
Research Tool Requirement 

 Proficiency in statistics is a necessary skill for all scientists.  Satisfactory skill level may be demonstrated by 

a)  completion (grade of B or better) of a course approved by majority vote of the Marine  
       Environmental Biology Program faculty. 
b) acceptance of course work previously completed either at USC or elsewhere.  The acceptability of 

a previously completed course will be made by an examiner selected by the Marine Environmental 
Biology Program faculty. 

 
A rigorous grad level course in Biostatistics is available at the Medical School in the Department of 

Preventive Medicine. Course number is PM 510L. Permission is needed from the PM Department. A free shuttle 
bus runs routinely between the University Park and Med School Campuses. Other BioStat options are listed in the 
appendix. 

 
 
Research Units  

 BISC 790 Research units are normally taken whenever the student is conducting his/her doctoral research.  
Dissertation research will normally take the equivalent of about 2.5-3 years of full time work, but the number of 
research units taken usually does not reflect this.  Typically advanced graduate students will take 6 units of 790 
and possibly a 2-unit seminar each semester. 
 
Grade Point Average Requirements 

 Students must maintain a grade point average of at least 3.0 in all courses taken at USC, in conformity with 
regulations of the Graduate School; work graded C- or below is not acceptable for either subject or unit credit.  In 
addition to the overall GPA requirement, students must achieve at least a B- in each core and skill course. 

 If a student's cumulative grade point average falls below 3.0 at any time, the student will be placed on 
departmental academic probation.  The cumulative average must be raised to 3.0 by the completion of the next 
two semesters of registration at USC in courses approved by the student's guidance committee.  Note:  this may 
require that the student take additional formal and/or seminar courses since directed research and dissertation 
units are on a Pass/No Pass basis and are not computed into the GPA.  If the student does not improve his/her 
overall GPA to 3.0 within this period, the student will be dropped from the program.   A student who has been 
removed from probation but subsequently fails to meet the scholarship requirement is subject to termination (will 
be terminated) from the program. 
 
Marine Program Noon Seminar Series 

 Students must regularly attend the Marine Environmental Biology Noon Seminar series throughout their 
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tenure at USC.  In addition to attending other seminars, each student presents a 30-minute seminar on his/her 
current research once each academic year, beginning in their second year.  Attending faculty will provide short 
written evaluations of the seminar to help students in improve their public speaking skills.  (See “Forms” section). 
 
BISC 794 Doctoral Dissertation 

 After a student successfully completes the Qualifying Examination and is therefore a formal candidate for the 
Ph.D., he/she must register for BISC 794 Doctoral Dissertation each semester except summer.  The student would 
sequentially register for BISC 794a, 794b, 794c, 794d in the first four semesters after completing the Qualifying 
Examination, and then BISC 794z each subsequent semester as needed.  Students must have at least 4 units of 794 
credit, but can receive no more than 8; hence BISC 794a-794d are valued at 2 units and BISC 794z at 0 units.  
 
Other Course and Unit Requirements 

 Additional formal course requirements may be established by the Section and/or by the student's guidance 
committee and/or on advice of the committee, which evaluates the student's preparation in the Screening 
Examination.    

 The minimum number of units required for the Ph.D. by the Graduate School is 60.  Units must include 4, but 
no more than 8, units of BISC 794 credit and may be completed with other formal classes or BISC 790 work. 

 The student must be registered at USC during the semester that the dissertation is submitted. 
 
Teaching Assistantship Requirement 

 Graduate students pursuing the Ph.D. in the GPMEB must serve as a teaching assistant for at least two 
semesters; ideally, the student should serve in at least two different courses.   
 

Screening Examination 

 The Graduate School requires a Screening Examination.  The exam is oral, about one hour in length, and must 
be taken before the student has completed 24 units of graduate work at USC.  The Screening Committee 
administers the exam.  The purpose of the meeting will be to evaluate the student's preparation, determine 
competence to continue graduate study, and point out deficiencies to be remedied prior to the Qualifying 
Examination.  Prior to the exam, the student submits a 1-2 page document outlining his/her activities during the 
previous year and present research interests.  At the exam, the student presents a short (5-10 minute) description 
of their academic background and research interests. 

 The topics covered in the Screening Examination include: 
  - a summary by the student of their research while at USC 
  - biotic diversity, classification, and life histories 
  - organismal evolution and phylogeny; molecular evolution 
  - structure and physiology of cells and organisms 
  - biochemistry 
  - Mendelian, population, and molecular genetics 
  - biological, chemical, and physical oceanography 
  - statistics, experimental design, modeling and theoretical biology 
  - ecology and environmental sciences. 

Each student's performance will be reported in writing to the student.  A copy is placed in the student's file. 
 
Guidance Committee 

Composition of the Guidance Committee 

 The student's program of studies is under the direction of a five-member guidance committee that must be 
established at least two semesters before the student takes his/her Qualifying Examination.  Therefore, the student 
should request appointment of the committee as soon as possible after the screening exam but certainly before the 
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end of his/her third or fourth semester of enrollment in the Ph.D. program.   

 The composition of the guidance committee must meet the following guidelines: 
a)   One member of the committee must be from a department at USC other than Biological Sciences.  

This "outside member" serves as the representative of the Dean of Graduate School. 
b)  Normally, the other four members of the committee are tenure-track faculty of the Marine 

Environmental Program in the Department of Biological Sciences, but one of the members may be 
from another Program in Biological Sciences, and at least one must be tenured.  The chair of the 
committee is called the student's advisor and must be from the Marine Environmental Program.  Co-
Chairs are normally not permitted unless required by the Graduate School (see next paragraph). 

 In exceptional cases of academic merit, a person not meeting the above guidelines may be approved by the 
Graduate School to serve on a Ph.D. committee.  To request such an exception, the student must submit to the 
Graduate School a current Curriculum vitae of the proposed member and a letter from the chair of the committee 
citing the particular expertise of the person and the relevance of the requested appointment.  A specially approved 
member may not serve as the outside member (see below) or as sole chair of the committee, but may serve as a 
co-chair with a regular faculty member of the Marine Environmental program.  A guidance committee may 
include no more than one specially approved member unless the size of the committee is enlarged past five.   

 Request for changes in the composition of the Guidance Committee must be made in writing by the student to 
the Program.  If approved, the committee is officially changed using the Graduate School's Request for Change 
of Committee form.  

 If the chair of the Guidance Committee will be absent from campus for any extended period of time (e.g., on 
leave) (s)he must appoint a temporary chair.  The permanent chair will continue as a member of the Committee 
during his/her absence and will be in communication with the Guidance Committee.  If the permanent chair must 
be absent at the time of the Qualifying Examination or the defense of the dissertation, a petition for formal 
appointment of a temporary chair must be submitted to the Graduate School. 
 
Responsibilities of the Guidance Committee 

 The Guidance Committee (as such or as the Dissertation Committee that it becomes) is responsible for the 
guidance and evaluation of the student during his/her graduate tenure.  Specific responsibilities include: 
 a.  Administration and evaluation of the Qualifying Examination. 
 b.  Approval of the student's research and academic programs. 
 c.  Monitoring the student's temporal progress in meeting degree deadlines. 
 d.  Evaluation of the dissertation in the Oral Defense 

 To meet these responsibilities, the Committee may require the student to make periodic written reports and 
should meet at least once per year with the student (one appropriate time for an annual meeting is shortly after the 
student's presentation at the Marine Noon Seminar series).  More frequent meetings are usually necessary as the 
student approaches completion of his/her degree work.  The student or any member of the committee may request 
a meeting.  Normally the student is responsible for arranging a specific date, time and place for meetings.  The 
Chair should write minutes of all committee meetings and submit one copy each to the student, the members of 
the committee, and the Marine Program office for inclusion in the student's permanent file. 
  
Qualifying Examination 

Prerequisites for the Qualifying Examination 

 During the semester the exam is taken, the student must be enrolled in a departmental graduate course or 
GRSC 800.  The GPMEB requires that students have completed: 
 a) All required core courses, each with a minimum grade of B-. 
 b) At least two graduate seminars.  
 c) The statistics research tool requirement. 
 e) Removal of inadequacies noted in the screening examination. 
 f) Completion of the Request to Take Qualifying Examination form. 
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Depending on how the above requirements were met, the student may have to take additional course work to 
satisfy the Graduate School requirements that students have completed at least 24 units of course work applicable 
to the degree while in residence and with a minimum cumulative GPA of 3.0. 
 
Timing of the Qualifying Examination 

 The Qualifying Examination is normally taken during the student's fifth semester in the Ph.D. Program 
and must be taken before completion of his/her sixth semester.  
 
Components of the Qualifying Examination 

 The Qualifying Examination consists of a written and an oral part.  The student's Guidance Committee 
conducts and evaluates both parts.   
 
The Written Examination 

 The written examination will consist of four or five sets of questions distributed over two consecutive days.  
This examination can be taken on a laptop computer supplied by the committee chair (i.e., the student cannot use 
their own computer).  Each Guidance Committee member (with the possible exception of the "outside member" 
whose participation is optional here) submits three questions; the student must answer two of this set, spending 
about equal time on each and having a maximum of two hours per set.  The order in which the sets of questions 
are taken is at the student's option.   

 Questions will be comprehensive in scope with respect to the student's chosen area of specialization and will 
be designed to test the student's conceptual, analytical and integrative ability and preparation. 

 Each member of the Examination Committee will grade his/her question on a scale of 1.0-5.0 using 0.5 unit 
steps if necessary (1.0 as poor and 5.0 as exceptional).  The examination result will be calculated by averaging all 
the grades.  A mean score of 3.3 or above for all questions is passing; below 3.0 is failing.  Cases where the mean 
is between 3.0 and 3.3 or where two or more questions are graded below 3.0 are evaluated by the Guidance 
Committee followed by a vote, using a secret ballot.  More than one negative vote of the Guidance Committee 
will result in failure of the student to pass the written examination. 

 The written part of the Qualifying Examination must be taken before (normally 2 weeks before) the oral 
examination described below.  The results of the written examination and the oral examination are given only at 
the completion of the oral examination. 
 
The Research Proposition (The Fifteen Pager) and its Preliminary Approval 

Proposition Abstract 

 At least two months before the anticipated date of the oral examination, the student should meet with his/her 
Guidance Committee and provide them with a 1- or 2-page Research Abstract of the anticipated research program 
to be presented in the Research Proposition.  The purpose of this meeting is to ascertain whether the anticipated 
research constitutes a defensible dissertation topic so that the student does not develop a detailed plan for a 
research program that has serious flaws and probably cannot be successfully defended in the oral examination.  If 
the committee has reservations, modifications that are mutually satisfactory to the student and the committee can 
be worked out during this meeting or the student can be asked to submit a revised or new abstract.  

 Upon approval of the Proposition Abstract by the Guidance Committee, the student will develop it into 
a formal Written Proposition.  This is to be in the form of a grant proposal and should include a short 
historical introduction, a statement of the problem and its significance, one or more hypotheses (if 
appropriate), the research design, anticipated results, methods to be used in interpretation of the results, 
and pertinent references.  The treatment should be concise and should not exceed 15 double-spaced pages. 
 
The Oral Examination 

 The oral examination will be in the area of the student's intended research and will be based on a research 
project selected and developed by the student into a Research Proposition. 

The oral examination is usually taken two weeks after and must be taken within one month of the written 
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examination.  At least two weeks before the date of the oral examination, the student must submit one copy of the 
Research Proposition to each member of the Examination Committee and one copy to the Marine Program's 
Student Affairs Administrator for the student's permanent file. 

 The oral examination will be conducted and evaluated by the student's full 5-member Guidance Committee.  
Typically, the Committee meets briefly without the student to review the student's course work, other preparation 
and progress; to review the student's performance on the screening examination (copies of the student's transcript 
and Screening examination report should be obtained for each committee member from the Graduate Student 
Administrator by the Chair); and to agree on the exact format and order of questioning during the oral 
examination.  Subsequently, the student typically presents the highlights of the research proposition in 15 minutes 
or less.  Then members of the committee ask two or more rounds of questions.  The questions are largely focused 
on the student's ability to conceive, conduct, evaluate of independent research and to communicate the results of 
such work.  However, the oral examination is not limited to the context of the Written Proposition; as specific 
examples, questions are often asked a) from the written examination and b) concerning the removal of 
deficiencies identified during the Screening Examination.   

 On completion of the examination, the Guidance Committee meets in executive session (without the student) 
to evaluate the student's performance on the oral examination.  Each member has one vote,  
pass or fail.  More than one negative vote will result in failure of the student to pass the examination.   

 At the end of the executive session, the student is notified of the results on the two portions of the Qualifying 
Examination.  Although one could pass both the oral and writtens, only one of these exams, or neither, the student 
passes the Qualifying Examination (as a whole) only if his/her performances on both the written and oral portions 
are satisfactory. If the student passes both the oral and written examinations, he/she is indicated to have passed the 
Qualifying Examination on the Graduate School form Report on Ph.D. Qualifying Examination.  

 If the student fails the written examination or the oral examination or both, the committee must indicate that 
the student failed the Qualifying Examination on the Graduate School form Report on Ph.D. Qualifying 
Examination.  The committee must make recommendations concerning the student's continuation in the graduate 
program.  The committee usually grants the student a second chance to pass the failed portions (either part 
satisfactorily completed in the first examination does not have to be retaken), but may recommend that the student 
not repeat the exam or even deny a second chance (the latter action would be appealed to the Graduate School).  
The second attempt is a final one and can be taken no sooner than six months or later than twelve months after the 
initial failure.  
 
Admission to Candidacy 

 After the student passes the Qualifying Examination, the Guidance Committee recommends to the Graduate 
School that the student be admitted to candidacy for the Ph.D. Degree.  Following admission to candidacy the 
student must register for BISC 794 Dissertation every semester, except summers, until the degree is awarded. 

  After the Qualifying Examination has been passed, the full Guidance Committee will be known as the 
Dissertation Committee.  The GPMEB does not allow the reduction of the Guidance Committee to a three-
member Dissertation Committee as permitted by the Graduate School except under special circumstances.  
If these circumstances are met, at least 2 members must be from the GPMEB).  Participation of all members 
of the Guidance Committee in the Dissertation Committee is indicated on the bottom of the form, Report on 
Ph.D. Qualifying Examination.   
 
Research 

 A student must undertake original investigation of a selected problem in marine biology or biological 
oceanography.  This is normally based on the Written Proposition as presented in the Qualifying Examination, 
subject to acceptance by the student's committee.  Subsequent changes of research direction or content must have 
advance approval by the student's advisor and Dissertation Committee. 
 
Research Prior to Admission to Candidacy 

 Although the Graduate School regulations indicate that students cannot pursue research prior to their 
admission to candidacy, students in the GPMEB are encouraged to conduct research at their earliest opportunity.  
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Ideally, this early research will develop into an appropriate dissertation topic.  Certainly, the student will find it 
difficult to develop and defend a Research Proposition without significant exposure to research in general and the 
specific problem in particular.  Such preliminary research should be based on a detailed plan prepared by the 
student and approved by his/her advisor.   
 
Research Subsequent to Admission to Candidacy and its Relationship to the Written Proposition 

 As noted above, dissertation research is normally based on the Written Proposition as presented in the 
Qualifying Examination, subject to its acceptance by the student's committee.  Difficulties frequently force 
revision of the planned study.  The student's Dissertation Committee must approve in advance any such changes 
of research direction or content. 
 
Publication Prior to Submittal of the Dissertation 

 Prompt publication of research results is very strongly encouraged in the GPMEB.  Students should organize 
their research efforts into blocks that a) can be completed in sequence, and b) represent topics for separate future 
papers so that submittal of one or more papers can be completed during their graduate tenure. Advisors often 
require students to submit one or more papers before completing their dissertation. 

 Authorship of such papers is significant.  If the student is the sole author or if the student is the first author 
with the advisor as the only additional author, it implies that the student did most if not all of the research and 
hence the entire contents of the paper may be acceptable for incorporation into the dissertation.  If the advisor 
contributed significantly to the research or if other individuals (other graduate students, faculty, post docs, 
research technicians, etc.) are co-authors, only that part of the paper which represents the student's work may be 
incorporated into the student's dissertation.   

 A published work may be incorporated into the body of the dissertation but may not be appended in the form 
of a reprint according to Graduate School regulations.  The student is advised to seek the approval of the 
dissertation committee before submittal of a manuscript that is to be included in the dissertation since that 
committee must ultimately approve all contents of the dissertation.  The fact that material has been submitted 
(accepted, published) does not mean that it will be allowed to be incorporated without revision by the committee. 
 
Preparation and Defense of the Dissertation 

 A dissertation represents a significant contribution to science that is based on an original research program 
completed by the student.  Determination of the adequacy of the research program is the sole responsibility of the 
student's Dissertation Committee.  Approval of the dissertation itself is primarily the responsibility of the student's 
Dissertation Committee, but the completed dissertation must also be examined by the Thesis Editor of the 
Graduate School to determine if it meets the grammatical standards and other requirements described in 
Regulations for Format and Presentation of Theses and Dissertations published by the University of Southern 
California and available at the University  
Bookstore.  Additional regulations and information on the organization and preparation of the  
dissertation are provided in Directions for Preparation of Dissertations and Research Reports as  
Required by the Graduate Program in Biology/University of Southern California.  Students should obtain a 
copy of both sets of regulations before they initiate their writing. 
 
 GPMEB students defend an advanced draft of the dissertation rather than a "final" copy typed on dissertation 
paper.  The advanced draft should be complete, including all text, figures, tables, references, etc. and the draft 
must be in a suitable form for final typing.  Before assembly of a complete draft is initiated, the student should 
confer with his/her full committee to determine whether adequate research has been completed.   

 The student's advisor is the individual responsible for determining whether or not a draft is sufficiently refined 
for distribution to the full Dissertation Committee.  Portions or all of earlier drafts may be submitted to some or 
all of the committee members for suggestions and evaluation at any time.  The thesis draft to be defended must be 
given to thee Dissertation Committee at least one month prior to the thesis defense date. 

 Presentation and oral defenses of the dissertation are achieved in a formal seminar open to all members of the 
academic community and in a closed meeting of the student and the Dissertation Committee.  
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 Since the final typed copy of the dissertation must be presented to the Office of University Publications at 
least three weeks prior to the end of the term in which the degree is to be granted and since the student must allow 
adequate time after the defense for corrections and final typing, the defense should be scheduled at least six weeks 
before the end of the term in which the student plans to graduate. 

  Before undertaking the Dissertation Defense, the student must have completed (or be in progress of 
completing) all other degree requirements. 

 The Chair of the Dissertation Committee is required to notify the Student Affairs Administrator of the Marine 
Program of the date, time, and place of the defense of the dissertation, so that a notice of the Dissertation Seminar 
and Defense may be distributed to all faculty and graduate students of the Department at least two weeks in 
advance.  The date selected for this defense cannot be on an official University holiday (e.g., Labor Day, 
President's Day, etc.). 

 The open oral defense of the dissertation is achieved in a formal 50-minute "research" seminar such as would 
be given by a visiting scholar.  The presentation is open to the public and the student should be prepared to 
answer all questions from members of the audience, including those on the Dissertation Committee.  The period 
of questioning is not to be limited in time.   

 The dissertation is also subject to a detailed defense made before the full Dissertation Committee in a meeting 
that is usually held shortly after the conclusions of the seminar.  At this meeting, which is typically two-three 
hours in length, the Dissertation Committee must critically evaluate the dissertation and determine whether or not 
it is to be accepted.  To be acceptable, the dissertation must represent a major, original contribution to science.  

 Only members of the Dissertation Committee may vote whether to pass or fail the student (accept or reject the 
dissertation and its open defense in the seminar).  A vote to pass the student must be unanimous and such a vote 
does not preclude that the committee may require modifications of the dissertation.  Reasons for failure of the 
defense should be clearly identified by the committee and may include a) a flawed research plan, b) 
nonconclusive or inadequate research results, c) major deficiencies in the dissertation, etc.  A student who fails the 
defense the first time is normally given a second opportunity, but any decision on re-examination is at the 
discretion of the Dissertation Committee. 

 If the defense is satisfactory and no major revisions of the dissertation are required, all members of the 
Dissertation Committee sign the APPROVAL of DISSERTATION for FINAL TYPING (green card), which is 
submitted to the Graduate School.  If significant revisions of the manuscript are required, the card is not signed 
until such revisions are completed.  The Chair of the Dissertation Committee may be assigned full responsibility 
for determining that the required revisions have been made, but some or all other members of the committee may 
request that they also be involved in the final approval.   
 
 If the green card for final typing is signed and dated by the drop/add deadline for FALL or SPRING, 
no further registration is required.  
 The student also needs to prepare an abstract of the dissertation for publication in "Dissertation Abstracts, 
International."  The DOCTORAL DISSERTATION ABSTRACT SUBMITTAL form, signed by the 
Dissertation Committee chair, must be attached to the abstract and submitted to the Thesis Editor of the Graduate 
School. 

 The SIGNATURE PAGE is bound with the dissertation to verify that the dissertation has been approved by 
the Committee and accepted by the Graduate School.  Signatures required on this form are those of the Committee 
and the Graduate School. 

 In addition to the original copy required by the Graduate School, one hardbound copy of the dissertation must 
be presented to the Department of Biological Sciences and another to the chair of the student's (Guidance and) 
Dissertation Committee.   

 The TRIPLE CARD REPORT ON DISSERTATION & ORAL EXAMINATION for the Ph.D. 
DEGREE must be signed by each Committee member, the Chair of the Department of Biological Sciences, the 
Thesis Editor, and the Graduation Counselor (for Dean of Registration & Records, GFS 315).  The signed 
TRIPLE CARD REPORT signifies approval of the dissertation and defense by the committee, as well as 
acknowledging completion of all departmental degree requirements and all University degree requirements.  Most 
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important of all, it indicates that the degree has been cleared for conferral.  The completed TRIPLE CARD 
REPORT is submitted to the Graduate School for approval. 

 The student must pay a Dissertation Fee for the microfilming and binding of the dissertation and publication 
of the abstract (see Tuition and Fees in the current University "Catalogue").  A copy of the receipt for payment 
of this fee must be submitted to the Thesis Editor.  

 The DIPLOMA APPLICATION CARD FOR GRADUATE STUDENTS notifies Registration and 
Records of how the student would like his/her name to appear on the diploma. This card must be completed and 
submitted to the Graduate School.  

 The SURVEY OF EARNED DOCTORATES must be completed and returned to the Graduate School for 
approval. 

 After approval by the Graduate School, the completed TRIPLE CARD is taken to the Degree Progress 
Department (SAS 010).  Once this Department has signed the card, you have officially graduated! 
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COURSES AVAILABLE IN MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL BIOLOGY 
 

BISC 582 Biological Oceanography (Core Course)  - each Fall (Fuhrman & Capone)     
(4 units) 
 
BISC 584 Faculty Lecture Series   - each Spring  (all MEB Faculty) 
(2 units) 
 
BISC 585 Scientific Writing and Reviewing  - each Spring  (Caron & Michaels) 
(2 units) 
 
BISC 529 Marine Environmental Biology Seminar 
(1 unit; 4 units required, maximum) 
 
Advanced Seminars (Offered on a rotating basis; check current Schedule of Classes) 
(2 units; 8 units required)         
 

530 Advanced Seminar in Plankton Biology (2 units) (Caron & Michaels)  Fall 04 
531 Advanced Seminar in Physiology of Marine Organisms (2 units) (Gracey)  Fall 05 
532 Advanced Seminar in Molecular and Microbial Ecology (2 units) (Fuhrman)   Spr 04  
533 Advanced Seminar in Remote Sensing (2 units) (Kiefer)    Spr 06 
534 Advanced Seminar in Population Genetics (2 units) (Edmands & Hedgecock) Fall 03     Fall 07 

or Seminar in Quantitative Traits (2 Units) (Hedgecock)  Spr 04 
536 Advanced Seminar in Marine Biogeochemistry & Microbial Ecology  Spr 04 

 (2 units) (Capone & Ziebis) 
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‘Quick Check List’ of Student/Advisor Responsibilities 

 
First Month (Late Summer/Early Fall; ASAP, before classes get going) 
 Each student meets with the "Screening Committee" (same composition as the Admissions Committee for 
that year, plus the student’s advisor).  This committee will be the same one that administers the Screening Exam 
at the end of Year 1.  The Screening Committee evaluates each student’s background and advises on courses to be 
taken in the first 1/2 years to develop each student’s background in marine science (and specific area of interest). 
 
By the End of Year 1 (Summer) 
 Student completes the Screening Exam, which tests the student’s general scientific knowledge, and identifies 
weaknesses that need to be addressed.  The student will receive written comments from the committee on the 
“Screening Examination Results” form. 
 
Beginning of Year 2 (Fall) 
 Student and advisor compose and request appointment of a Ph.D. Guidance Committee, which meets with the 
student near the beginning of the second year.  Prior to the meeting, the student submits a (at least) 1-2 page 
document outlining his/her proposed research.  Following a brief presentation by the student, the committee 
provides feedback, which includes a second review of the student’s coursework and training, and any appropriate 
recommendations for further course work or directed study. 
 
Year 3 
 The student must complete the Qualifying Examination (as described in “Requirements and Policies” 
document) by the end of Year 3.  At least one month prior to the exam, the student completes the “Request to 
Take Qualifying Examination” form (located in folder).  At least two months prior to the exam, the student must 
submit a thesis proposal (the fifteen-pager) to the Guidance Committee and obtain permission to proceed to the 
exam.  The Chair of the Guidance Committee should obtain the student’s file for the Qualifying Examination.  A 
“Results of Qualifying Examination” form will be in the file for all committee members to sign.  All committee 
members will continue as the student’s Dissertation Committee. 
 
Years 3-5 
 Following successful completion of the Qualifying Examination, the Ph.D. Guidance Committee becomes the 
Dissertation Committee.  The student meets at least annually with the committee.  A short memo describing the 
students’ progress (signed by all committee members) is submitted to the Section office following each annual 
meeting. 
 
Additional Annual Requirements: 
 Yearly Seminar:  Each student must present a 30-minute seminar once each academic year beginning in their 
second year. 
 Yearly Progress Reports:  On or by September 1, each student will complete and submit to the Section office a 
brief progress report (signed by each member of their Guidance or Dissertation Committee) detailing their 
activities during the previous 12 months (courses taken, research undertaken, seminars given at USC and 
elsewhere, participation in cruises, etc.).  Forms for these reports will be emailed to students each summer as a 
reminder. 
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Screening Examination—Marine Biology 
 

 
Student’s Name:______________________________________ 
 
ID#:_________________________________________________ 
 
Date of Screening Examination:_________________________ 
 
Pass_________________ No Pass______________________ 
        (See below) 
 
 
 
Comments: 
 
              

              

              

              

              

              

 
Suggested Courses: 
 
              

              

              

              

              

 

Signatures of Committee Members: 
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Date:       
 
Student:           
 
Advisor:           
 
Year in Program:      (year begins fall semester) 
 
Financial Support (Type & No. of months this year):       
 
Present Committee Members:           
             
             
             
             
             
 (Screening, Guidance or Dissertation Committee?):      
 
Date of Last Full Committee Meeting:       
 
Anticipated (or Completion) Dates for:  
 Screening Exam:           
 Formation of Ph.D. Guidance Committee:       
 Qualifying Exam:           
 First Meeting of Dissertation Committee:      
 Completion of Research:          
 Dissertation Defense:          
 
Please attach a brief summary of your progress during the past year  
 (some guidelines listed below; but feel free to add items) 

• BRIEF summary of research progress, problems, future plans. 
• List of all courses completed or audited. 
• TA duties. 
• Participation in lab and field research. 
• Meetings/workshops attended. 
• Seminars given (USC and elsewhere) include titles, locations, etc. 
• Manuscripts submitted, in press or published. 

 
 
 
 
Signature of Student:           
 



APPENDIX 1.  MEB Relevant Courses 
 
BISC Courses offered on the UPC 
 

403 Advanced Molecular Biology (4 units) 
419 Environmental Microbiology (4 units) 
435 Advanced Biochemistry (4 units) 
450 Principles of Immunology (4 units) 
460 Seminar in Marine and Environmental Biology (2 units) 
469L Marine Biology (4 units) 
483 Geobiology and Astrobiology (4 units) 
502ab Molecular Genetics and Biochemistry (4, 4 units) 
510 Integrative and Evolutionary Biology (4 units) 
 
530 Advanced Seminar in Plankton Biology (2 units) (Caron & Michaels) 
531 Advanced Seminar in Physiology of Marine Organisms (2 units) (Gracey) 
532 Advanced Seminar in Molecular and Microbial Ecology (2 units) (Fuhrman) 
533 Advanced Seminar in Remote Sensing (2 units) (Kiefer) 
534 Advanced Seminar in Population Genetics (2 units) (Edmands & Hedgecock) 
536 Advanced Seminar in Marine Biogeochemistry & Microbial Ecology 

 (2 units) (Capone & Ziebis) 
582 Advanced Biological Oceanography (4 units) 
[583 Biochemistry and Physiology of Marine Organisms (4 units)] 
584  MEB Faculty Lecture Series (2 units) - Spring 
585 Scientific Writing (2 units) (Michaels & Caron)- spring 

 
Related Advanced Courses in Other Departments that can be used to meet course 
requirements 
 

GEOL 412   Oceans, Climate and Environment  (4 units) 
GEOL 460L Geochemistry and Hydrogeology  (4 units) 
GEOL 500   Paleoecology  (3 units) 
GEOL 501   Paleobiology  (3 units) 
GEOL 512   Introduction to Physical and Chemical Oceanography  (3 units) 
GEOL 514   Marine Geology  (3 units) 
GEOL 555   Paleo-oceanography  (3 units) 
GEOL 560   Marine Geochemistry  (3 units) 
GEOL 564   Isotope Geochemistry  (3 units) 
GEOL 567  Stable Isotope Geochemistry  (3 units) 
GEOL 577  Micropaleontology  (3 units) 
 
GEOG 587 GPS/GIS Field Techniques (Catalina Island Summer Source) (4 units) 
 
PPD 694     Coastal Policy and Planning (4 units) 
 
ENG 443    Environmental Chemistry  (3 units) 
ENG 463L Water Chemistry and Analysis  (3 units) 
ENG 503    Microbiology in Environmental Engineering  (3 units) 
ENG 513L Instrumental Analysis  (3 units) 
CTSE 507  Issues, History & Rationale of Science Education (McComas) 
CTSE 509   Advanced Science Teaching Methods (McComas) 
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Statistics Courses 
BISC 499 : Statistics for the Biological Sciences  (Waterman and Tavare- Fall 05) 

PSYC 501 Statistics in Psychological Research (4, Fa) Principles of descriptive and inferential 
statistics for psychological research; introduction to analysis of variance and regression. Computer 
methods. Prerequisite: PSYC 274.  (Wilcox) 

PSYC 502 Analysis of Variance and Experimental Design (4, Sp) Experimental designs and 
their analyses of variance beyond straightforward factorial, nested, or repeated measures designs. 
Prerequisite: PSYC 501. 

PSYC 503L Regression and the General Linear Model (4, Fa) Multiple regression as a tool in 
experimental and non-experimental data; analysis of variance and covariance as regression on 
coded variables. Computer applications Laboratory exercises. Prerequisite: PSYC 501. 
HP 340L Health Behavior Statistical Methods (4, FaSp) Intermediate statistics for health 
behavior studies; topics include descriptive statistics, hypothesis testing, correlation and regression, 
and use of computer software in data analysis. 
HP 510L Principles of Biostatistics (4) Concepts of biostatistics; appropriate uses and common 
misuses of health statistics; practice in the application of statistical procedures; introduction to 
statistical software including EXCEL, SPSS, nQuery. Laboratory. 

HP 511abL Data Analysis (4-4, a: Fa, b: Sp) a: Major parametric and nonparametric statistical 
tools used in biomedical research, computer packages including SAS. Includes laboratory. Lecture, 
3 hours; laboratory, 1 hour. Prerequisite: PM 510L. b: Exploratory data analysis, detection of 
outliers, robust methods, fitting data with linear and nonlinear regression models, computer 
packages including BMDP. Includes laboratory. Lecture, 3 hours; laboratory, 1 hour. Prerequisite: 
PM 511aL. 

 
Catalina Semester Courses: 
 

419L Environmental Microbiology  (4, F) 
499L Molecular Approaches to Microbial Diversity  (4, F) 
474L Ecosystem Function and Earth Systems  (4, F) 
 
447L Natural History and Island Ecology (4, Sp) 
373L Conservation Biology (4, Sp) 
437L Comparative Physiology of Marine Animals (4, Sp) 
 
490 Independent Research (4, F, Sp) 
590 Independent Research  (4, F, Sp) 

 


