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Introduction 
 
Welcome to Dalhousie University and the Department of Physics and Atmospheric Science. This 
handbook is a guide to the formal framework of your MSc or PhD programme. This framework 
has been designed to foster an environment where students will successfully complete their 
degrees.  Some of these regulations originate from the department.  Others have been designed 
by the Faculty of Graduate Studies (FGS).  In these cases, students and professors are strongly 
encouraged to read the FGS Calendar and FGS web sites (www.dalgrad.dal.ca) for additional 
information.  In the case of any discrepancy between this handbook and FGS Calendar, the FGS 
Calendar will have precedence. 
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A.  GENERAL PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS 

1. Registration 
  
Graduate students must maintain their registration in all three terms until their programme is 
completed, except in those cases where a formal Leave of Absence has been officially approved 
by the Faculty of Graduate Studies.  In addition to registering for classes, (usually done in 
September), students must add the Fee Generating Course (REGN 9999) for each term.  In the 
Banner registration system, if REGN 9999 is not added for each term, graduate students are not 
considered registered.  Failure to register properly, before the deadline, may result in non-
payment of scholarships and stipends. The deadline for the REGN registration is usually in the 
middle of August.  Students should check the FGS website for the exact date.  It is usually more 
convenient for students to register at this time for the entire year, if they anticipate continuing for 
an entire year. 
 
All Students: 
 
All students must add the Fee Generating Course (REGN 9999) for each term.  
 
 
 

 
Fall 

 
Winter  

 
Summer 

REGN 9999 - Fee Generating 
Course 

CRN 10984 CRN 20920 CRN 30074 

 
Continuing Students (Thesis Only): 
 
Students in the 2nd year and beyond of an MSc program or in the 3rd year and beyond of a PhD 
program, should register for the thesis course. 
 

 Fall Winter Summer 

PHYC 9000 - MSc Thesis CRN 10724 CRN 23081 CRN 30189 

PHYC 9530 - PhD Thesis CRN 10725 CRN 23080 CRN 30190 

2. Seminars 
 
Students are required to attend the departmental colloquia, and to attend the departmental 
seminar series most relevant to their area of research.  Students who are unable to attend 
seminars regularly must have the specific agreement of their supervisory committee that this 
requirement be waived.  Material presented in the seminars may form part of the questions 
addressed to the candidate during the PhD Preliminary/Comprehension Exam. 
 
Graduate students are required to give one talk a year in the Graduate Seminar Series, on a 
subject relevant to their area of research, and regularly attend these seminars. This is a good 
opportunity to give a public talk in an informal environment. 
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3. Change in Status 
 
Any change of status, such as transfer from MSc to PhD, a Leave of Absence, entrance to 
another program, and other employment must be approved by the supervisor and graduate 
coordinator.  Changes from MSc to PhD, or vice versa, must be submitted well in advance of the 
beginning of the term at which the change is to take effect; however, once a change takes effect, 
students are considered to have retroactively been a member of their new program, from the start 
of their registration in the previous program.  Students are required to complete a new 
programme form within the first month of when the change takes place. 
 

4. Change from MSc to PhD 
 
MSc students contemplating a change to the PhD programme are encouraged to submit a 
programme update form well before the end of their first year.  Such changes must have the 
agreement of the supervisor and supervisory committee.  Students switching from the MSc to 
PhD are ordinarily required to have maintained an average of A- or higher during their MSc 
courses. 

5. Programme Forms 
 
Programme Forms specify the course requirements for an MSc or PhD, and the composition of 
the supervisory committee.  They are normally filled out during the first month of study, in 
consultation between the student and supervisor.  The forms can be downloaded from the FGS 
website. The student signs the form and gives it to the graduate coordinator, who then submits it 
to the Programme Officer at FGS, and distributes copies to the student and supervisor. 
 
Once approved, the Programme Form constitutes an agreement between the student and the 
university on the requirements to complete the programme.  Before graduation, FGS will review 
the students Banner record and the Programme Form for consistency.  The student will not be 
able to graduate if there are discrepancies.  It is the responsibility of the student to ensure 
consistency between the Banner records and the programme form.  
 
Students should only take classes listed on their Programme Form.  If they take additional 
classes, they may be required to pay additional fees. 

6. Programme Update Forms 
 
The supervisor and FGS must be notified of any changes in a student’s programme requirements.  
These changes include changes in the length of the programme, a change from full-time to part-
time status, a change in course requirements, a change in supervisor, a change in the supervisory 
committee, or a change from MSc to PhD.  FGS is notified of these changes through a 
Programme Update Form.  These forms can be downloaded from the FGS website, and must be 
signed by the student and graduate coordinator. The supervisor and student should receive the 
completed copies of these forms. 
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7.   Progress Reports 
 
Students holding external or Killam Scholarships are required to submit an Annual Progress 
Report one month in advance of their award date, starting in their first year.  Failure to submit a 
Progress Report will result in withholding of funding. 
 
All other graduate students are required to submit an Annual Progress Report starting in their 
second year.  They are due at FGS one month in advance of the start of the student’s programme.  
For example, the progress reports of students who start in September are due at FGS on August 
1, 23 months later.  If, however, the student is in an MSc programme and has already submitted 
his/her thesis to the examination committee (or submission is imminent), it is not necessary to 
submit a Progress Report.  This exemption does not apply to scholarship students. 
 
Students are responsible for downloading the Progress Report Form from the FGS website, 
filling in their section, asking their supervisor to fill in their section, and submitting the form to 
the Graduate Coordinator.  Students should receive a copy of the Progress Report from the 
graduate coordinator, as submitted to FGS. 

8.   Financial Assistance 
 
Scholarship support is provided directly to some students by the Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council, the Killam Foundation through Dalhousie, by companies, and by 
other agencies.  Students are encouraged to apply for external support whenever possible. 
 
Students without external scholarship support are generally awarded Dalhousie Graduate 
Fellowships from funds which come to the Department from the University and from individual 
faculty member's research grants. Students often receive additional financial support from 
Teaching Assistantships. 
 
In order to maintain full-time status and continued scholarship/fellowship support, a student may 
work no more than 16 hours per week, including a maximum of 10 hours as a teaching 
assistant/marker/demonstrator.  Students registered as part-time are not eligible for scholarship or 
Dalhousie Graduate Student Fellowship support. 
 
Departmental fellowships will normally be provided for two years to an MSc student and four 
years to a PhD student. 
 
Highly qualified students are encouraged to apply for Killam scholarships in January (see 
www.dalgrad.dal.ca/killam/ for application deadlines). Applications are first submitted to the 
department, which then submits nominations to FGS.  Canadian Citizens may apply for Killam 
scholarships only if they have applied for NSERC support in the previous fall. Killam 
scholarships can be awarded to incoming students in both MSc and PhD programs; however, 
currently registered students may apply for Killam scholarships only if they are enrolled in a 
PhD programme, or if they have been accepted to a PhD programme at Dalhousie University. 
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Sumner Awards are in the amount of $6,000. Students are eligible if they (1) are enrolled in a 
PhD programme, (2) are Canadian citizens, (3) and if they hold a degree from a Canadian 
University other than Dalhousie, preference is given to those with ties to Nova Scotia or the 
Maritimes, and to those who received an award in the previous year. The awards are for one 
year, but students may receive the award for up to two years. The application deadline is during 
the winter term.  Students should see the FGS web site for further details 
(www.dalgrad.dal.ca/funding/sumner/). 
 
The procedures for calculating fellowship amounts are complex, and mistakes may occur. 
Students typically receive a fellowship letter during the summer stating their total rate of pay for 
the upcoming year. Students are encouraged to discuss this letter with their supervisor, graduate 
coordinator, or departmental administrator if there is anything about the letter they do not 
understand. They are also encouraged to monitor their subsequent pay cheques to ensure 
consistency with their fellowship letter. 

9.   FGS Travel Support 
 
Students are encouraged to apply to FGS for travel support. It is normally given only for 
presentation of a poster or paper at scholarly meetings. Students are eligible for one travel grant 
during the period of their graduate degree programme at Dalhousie, and should be presenting 
research related to their thesis. Students should consult the FGS handbook 
(www.dalgrad.dal.ca/handbook/) for more details.  

10.  Dalhousie Graduate Physics Society 
 
The Dalhousie Graduate Physics Society (DGPS) organizes and acquires funds for events, sports 
equipment and social activities. In addition to purchasing sports equipment and organizing 
ladders, the DGPS includes various sports teams in intramural leagues. If you are interested in 
sports equipment or organizing a ladder, please approach a member of the DGPS executive. The 
DGPS also hosts 2 annual Socials each year. The first is in May to celebrate the reclaiming of the 
resource center as the graduate student lounge for the summer. The second social is in 
September, following the orientation for new graduate students. All graduate students are 
automatically considered to be members of the DGPS, and membership is free; however, you 
may be called upon to donate time or share the cost of specific events outside the normal 
mandate of the Society. Society funding comes from the Dalhousie Association of Graduate 
Studies (DAGS). The Department of Physics and Atmospheric Science also contributes funds for 
the annual socials. The executive is chosen yearly by election and consists of a President, Vice-
President, Treasurer, and Social Representative.  

11.  Guidelines for the Supervision of Graduate Students 
 
The rights and responsibilities of students, supervisors, and the department are outlined on page 
29 of the 2009/2010 FGS Calendar. 
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B.  MSc PROGRAMME REQUIREMENTS 

1. Curriculum Requirements 
 
Students are normally required to complete four half-credits at the 5000 level or higher. Courses 
are expected to have some relevance to the students’ research. The courses do not have to be 
offered by the Department of Physics and Atmospheric Science. 
 
Upon failure of any course (grade less than B-), a student will be withdrawn from the Graduate 
Program and must apply to the department for reinstatement. Reinstatement is at the discretion of 
the Department and Faculty of Graduate Studies, following input from the supervisory 
committee. If a student fails two courses, re-admission is at the discretion of the Faculty of 
Graduate Studies and is highly unlikely. 

2.   MSc Supervisory Committee 
 
The MSc supervisory committee ordinarily consists of the supervisor plus one additional 
member, who must be a faculty member or adjunct. The composition of the Supervisory 
Committee is specified in the Programme Form, which is submitted to FGS during the first 
month of study. The composition of the Supervisory Committee is chosen by the supervisor, in 
consultation with the graduate coordinator. 

3.   Supervisory Committee Meetings 
 
Supervisory Committees should meet at least twice a year during the thesis research period and 
more often in the writing stages of a student's programme. The student and/or supervisor are 
encouraged to take notes of the meetings. Insufficient progress may result in withdrawal from the 
programme. 
 
It is the responsibility of the student to arrange initial and regular meetings with the supervisor 
and committee. The committee is there to provide advice and guidance, but it is up to the student 
to seek that advice. 

4.  MSc Thesis 
 
The MSc thesis should report original research of such value as to merit publication in a refereed 
scientific journal and be in a satisfactory and consistent form.  Students must familiarize 
themselves with the Thesis Format Guidelines available from FGS.  The Thesis Format 
Guidelines are meant to ensure that high quality manuscripts are produced in a consistent style 
and that reproduction and reduction in size done by the National Library produce readable 
copies. 

5.   Composition of the MSc Thesis Examination Committee 
 
Detailed regulations on the composition of the MSc thesis examination committee are given in 
the FGS Calendar.  It normally consists of the supervisory committee, a second reader (or 
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external), and chair (graduate coordinator or designate).  The second reader must not have been 
involved with the supervision or direction of the thesis. The second reader is ordinarily chosen 
by the supervisor in consultation with the supervisory committee and the graduate coordinator. 

6.   MSc Thesis Defence 
 
The agreement of all supervisory committee members is normally required before a department 
brings forward a thesis for examination. Notices of MSc thesis defences, including an abstract, 
are posted within the Physics and Atmospheric Science Department several days before the 
defence. A display copy of the thesis must be made available to the department office for faculty 
viewing. 
 
The MSc Thesis Defence format consists of a 20-25 minute talk by the student, two rounds of 
committee questions and audience questions.  This is followed by private deliberation by the 
examination committee.  The MSc Thesis Defence is open to the public. 

7.   MSc Thesis Timeline 
 
The last date at which a student may submit a finished thesis to FGS for graduation in October is 
usually near September 10 (see FGS calendar for the exact date). Students are expected to 
distribute copies of their thesis to their examination committee at least 4 weeks in advance of this 
date. This is intended to give members of the examination committee sufficient time to read the 
thesis, and for the student to undertake any minor changes to the thesis as recommended by the 
examination committee after the defence. It is the responsibility of the student to ensure that the 
MSc defence is held sufficiently in advance of the final FGS submission date to make any 
changes that might be required by the examination committee. 
 
The FGS calendar also gives the last dates on which students may submit finished theses to FGS 
for graduation in or May, or to complete their programme in the fall term. Students should 
distribute their thesis to the examination committee four weeks in advance of these dates, and 
ensure that the thesis defence is held sufficiently advance of these final submission dates to allow 
for corrections to be made. 
 
Students expecting to graduate in October must submit an Intent to Graduate Form to FGS in 
early July, while students expecting to graduate in May must submit an Intent to Graduate Form 
to FGS in early December. In each case, students should consult the FGS calendar for the exact 
dates. 

C.  PhD PROGRAMME REQUIREMENTS 

1.   Curriculum Requirements 
 
The number of courses required for a PhD depends on whether the student is enrolled in a 2-year 
or 3-year PhD. (The number of years here refers to the number of years for which full tuition is 
paid, not the expected completion time.) Most students who have completed an MSc degree from 
a Canadian university are admitted to the 2-year doctoral programme. 3 - 5 courses are required 
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for the 2-year PhD, while 6 - 8 courses are required for the 3 year PhD. The numbers will vary 
depending on the students’ background. Supervisors have the right to require additional courses 
beyond these numbers. The required courses are specified in the Programme Form. 

2.   Supervisory Committee Meetings 
 
Supervisory Committees should meet at least twice a year during the thesis research period and 
more often in the writing stages of a student's programme. The student and/or supervisor are 
encouraged to take notes of the meetings. Insufficient progress may result in withdrawal from the 
programme. 
 
It is the responsibility of the student to arrange initial and regular meetings with the supervisor 
and committee. The committee is there to provide advice and guidance, but it is up to the student 
to seek that advice. 

3.   Preliminary/Comprehensive Exam 
 
The Department of Physics and Atmospheric Science has a combined 
Preliminary/Comprehensive Exam in which the candidate is asked to defend his/her Doctoral 
research project, and is also orally examined on subjects relevant to the general area of the 
candidates research. 
 
The candidate should prepare a proposal of about 20 pages. This proposal should be distributed 
to the supervisory committee and graduate coordinator (or designate) at least one week before 
the Defence.  The report should have an abstract, literature survey, a statement of the proposed 
research objectives, a work plan, and a time-line. The candidate should book the room and 
projector for the meeting. 
 
The defence must be held within 18 months of the start of the PhD (16 months if the student 
already has an MSc).The format of the exam consists of a 20 minute oral presentation by the 
candidate, followed by questions relating to ability of student to do PhD work in the area of their 
thesis, and general knowledge. The student must satisfy the committee in both areas. The 
examination will be chaired by the Graduate Coordinator, Chair, or designate. 
 
The four possible outcomes of the exam are: a) continuation in the PhD program; b) permission 
to re-defend; c) transfer to the MSc program; or d) withdrawal from the program.  Candidates 
have a maximum of two opportunities to pass the Defence. 
 
It is the responsibility of the student to initiate the proposal process and develop the proposal in 
coordination with the supervisory committee. 

4. PhD Internal Defence 
 
The Department of Physics and Atmospheric Science requires that students publicly defend their 
thesis within the department before being allowed to submit their theses to FGS. This defence 
consists of a 40 minute talk by the candidate, followed by questions from the public.  This 
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presentation is followed by a private examination by the supervisory committee, chaired by the 
graduate coordinator (or designate). This examination may occur immediately following the 
public lecture, or very soon after (e.g. the next day).  After the private examination, the 
supervisory committee will recommend either that the candidate 1) be permitted to submit the 
thesis to FGS, 2) be permitted to submit the thesis to FGS after specific changes, 3) be asked to 
make major changes to the thesis and resubmit to the internal examination committee at a later 
date. 

5.   PhD Thesis 
 
The PhD thesis should report original research of such value as to merit publication in a refereed 
scientific journal and be in a satisfactory and consistent form.  Students must familiarize 
themselves with the Thesis Format Guidelines available from FGS 
(http://www.dalgrad.dal.ca/forms/tdc/). These Guidelines allow for the incorporation of scholarly 
articles into the thesis. The Thesis Format Guidelines are meant to ensure that high quality 
manuscripts are produced in a consistent style and that reproduction and reduction in size done 
by the National Library produce readable copies. Students are strongly advised to show their 
thesis to the Thesis Clerk well in advance of final submission dates to ensure that there is enough 
time for any changes to be made. 

6.   PhD Defence Timeline 
 
The time-line is usually dictated by the date at which the candidate must submit the completed 
version of the thesis to graduate in May or October.  The timeline below is based on the 
assumption that any changes to the thesis recommended after the Internal and FGS defences are 
minor. It is the responsibility of the student to initiate the defence process sufficiently in advance 
of all deadlines to ensure sufficient time for changes to the thesis to be made. The timeline below 
is intended the complement the PhD timeline given on the FGS web site 
(http://www.dalgrad.dal.ca/phdchecklist/). 
 
(i)   3 Months in Advance of the FGS Defence.  Supervisors should supply the graduate 

coordinator with the names of at least three potential external examiners.  The graduate 
coordinator requires this information to submit the Request to Arrange Oral Defence of a 
Doctoral Thesis form. The supervisor should confirm with the recommended external 
examiner that he/she is willing to participate in the FGS Defence prior to giving this list 
to the graduate coordinator.  The other two names on the list are to be used only if the 
recommended external examiner is not available, and do not need to be contacted. 
External Examiners should have a PhD, hold an appointment at a university that grants 
PhD degrees, and have experience examining and supervising PhD students. To ensure 
arms length status, they should not be employed in Nova Scotia, not have a degree from 
Dalhousie, not have been involved with the student's research, and not have co-published 
with the supervisor.  More detailed information on the qualifications of external 
examiners is given in the “Request to Arrange Oral Defence of a Doctoral Thesis” form. 

 
(ii)  10 Weeks Before Submission of the Thesis to FGS.  The candidate must submit an Intent 

to Graduate Form (see the FGS calendar for the exact date). 
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(iii)    7 Weeks prior to FGS Defence and 2 weeks prior to Internal Defence, the candidate 

distributes copies of the thesis to the supervisory committee plus graduate coordinator 
and the departmental office for faculty viewing. 

 
(iv)  At least 5 weeks prior to the FGS Defence - Internal Defence. 
 
(v) At least 4 weeks prior to FGS Defence, the candidate submits copies of the thesis 

(approved by the department) to FGS for distribution to the external examiner.  The 
candidate also distributes copies of the thesis to the rest of the Examination Committee. 
The candidate should consult the FGS calendar for the last date at which this can be done 
in order to graduate in May or October, or to not have to register for the winter term. The 
candidate must ensure that there is sufficient time between the Internal Defence and the 
date for final submission to FGS to make any revisions requested by the supervisory 
committee after the Internal Defence. 

 
(vi)  At least 4 weeks before the FGS Defence.  The graduate coordinator submits a PhD 

Examination Information to FGS. 
 
(vii)  10 Days prior to the Date for last day of Submission of Thesis to FGS for May/October 

Graduation. This is the last day to conduct the FGS Defence.  This is intended to allow 
sufficient time for minor corrections of the thesis to be made.  The FGS Defence is 
chaired by the Dean or Associate Dean of Graduate Studies, or a member of the Panel of 
PhD Defence Chairs. The examining committee consists of the Chair of the department 
concerned (or designate), the research supervisor (or co-supervisors) and at least three 
additional members, one of who shall be the External Examiner from outside the 
University. 

7.  Extensions 
 
The normal upper time limits for an MSc are four years for full time students, and five years for 
part-time students. The time limit for a PhD student is six years. Students anticipating exceeding 
these limits should consult the FGS calendar for regulations on extensions. 

Feedback on the Handbook 
 
This handbook is a work in progress and will evolve partly in response to the needs of students. 
Suggested changes and additions can be emailed to the graduate coordinator. 




