Dissertation proposal hearings
--Departmental dissertation proposal hearings are not exams.  There is no such thing as failing a hearing; if the proposal is not acceptable your committee will not let the hearing be scheduled. You should, therefore, view the hearing as a service to you, an opportunity for you to benefit from your committee’s experience.  At the best of times hearings are a brain-storming session, in which ideas are generated by the collective conversation. They last between one hour and an-hour and a half.
--Make every effort to schedule the hearing when your entire committee can be there. (This isn‘t, of course, always possible.)  The whole point of hearings is that the each committee member will think of different things to say in the context of the collective conversation. The absence of a voice – even if that person is present on paper – makes the hearing that much less useful.  With speakerphone and videoconferencing now possible, this may be less of an issue, but nothing replaces physical presence. 

--The better you prepare, the more useful the hearing will be to you.

--You should plan to either take notes or bring a tape recorder since it will be impossible to remember everything that’s said.

--In some fields you will be required, in others you will have the opportunity, to present your proposal in a workshop. (In some cases, that may be the only place you’ll defend the proposal; here consultation with your advisor is obviously essential.)

Structure

--Dissertation proposal hearings open with an oral presentation of approximately ten minutes (no shorter than five, and no longer than fifteen) in which you restate the major objectives of the dissertation.  You should prepare this carefully.

--Most often your chair will then ask the committee members in turn to raise issues and questions. Faculty may jump in on each others’ interventions or they may wait to raise questions in turn. After the other faculty have spoken, often the chair will raise any questions s/he had that have not yet been raised.

--The chair then often asks you if there are any questions you have of the committee.  Please take this seriously. The next time you’ll have your entire committee in the same room together is at your dissertation defense.  Take advantage of the synergy and feel free to raise questions and mention anxieties from the epistemological to the trivial.

--You will then be asked to step out of the room for a few minutes.  During this time the committee will confer and decide upon collective advice which will be reported to you once you come back in.

--It is a good idea to make appointments to see each of your committee members separately after the hearing to both get their impressions of how it went and to get their particular thoughts on the possibilities and potential problems of the dissertation.  This is also a good moment to confirm how often and in what form they want to hear to hear from you. Monthly or quarterly reports while doing research?  Nothing until you have something in writing? Some other formula entirely?

--If one of your committee members could not be there and has sent a written comment, you should respond to it and report on how the hearing went and what kind of advice you have been given.  Don’t forget that that committee member spent at least a day of his or her life reading your proposal and writing comments on it.  If you don’t acknowledge that effort by responding, that will not encourage further such time investments.

