
   
 

   
 

Graduate Field Handbook 
Psychology College of Arts & Science 

 

PhD Program-at-a-Glance:  
Psychological science is one of the most exciting disciplines in higher education. It is one of the rare sciences to 
combine deep theory, sophisticated experimental methods, and powerful modeling techniques with an immense 
range of applications to human welfare. In Cornell’s Department of Psychology, graduate study for the PhD 
degree aims to train the next generation of leaders in psychological science by preparing students for productive 
research careers. Graduate study is focused on four core areas: behavioral neuroscience, cognitive psychology, 
developmental psychology, and social psychology. In each of these areas, research training is lab-driven and 
closely directed by faculty supervisors. This model trains students in the background knowledge and research 
skills that are necessary for future careers in academic departments of psychology, as well as other social and 
neuroscience departments. It also trains students for positions in a range of other institutions in which 
psychological research is central, including state and federal agencies, foundations, and corporations. 
 

The Graduate Field System: 
The PhD requirements in psychology are set by two distinct entities—the Graduate School and the Graduate 
Field of Psychology. The Graduate School sets the basic requirements for all PhD degrees at Cornell; it is led by 
its own deans and is advised by an elected faculty committee. The Graduate Field is the entity at Cornell that is 
responsible for all graduate training within a particular field of study (in this case, psychology). The Graduate 
Field is distinct from any specific department, in that it contains professors from any department who have been 
elected to be a faculty member within the field. While all members of the Department of Psychology are by 
default members of the Graduate Field of Psychology, members of other departments are also part of the field, 
and the graduate field of psychology is its own administrative entity. When we refer to “graduate faculty,” in 
this document, then, we refer to all faculty members who are part of the Graduate Field of Psychology, 
independent of their department. Only graduate faculty members can serve on a student’s special committee.   

 

Director of Graduate Studies: 
The Director of Graduate Studies (DGS) of psychology is elected by the members of the Graduate Field of 
Psychology (usually for a three year term), and has overall responsibility for coordinating the graduate program 
in psychology. According to the Graduate School’s “Guide to Graduate Studies,” the responsibilities of the 
DGS are to be the primary liaison between the Graduate Field and the Graduate School, to establish academic 
priorities and allocate resources for graduate students, and to enhance the quality of graduate education and 
general student welfare. The DGS also oversee the admissions process, and is the point of contact should you 
have any questions regarding the graduate program when you arrive. The DGS is also required to sign any 
documents that are required by the Graduate School. The current DGS for Psychology is David Pizarro. 

 

Graduate Field Assistant (GFA): 
The other key contact for the graduate program is the Graduate Field Assistant (GFA). The GFA serves as a 
liaison between students and the faculty, can answer most questions about the graduate program and the process 
of obtaining a degree, and can help you with all the paperwork that goes along with being a Cornell graduate 
student. The current GFA for psychology is Pam Cunningham.  



   
 

   
 

Applying to the Program 

Students interested in the Cornell Psychology PhD Program should apply through the CollegeNet ApplyWeb 
online application system maintained by the Graduate School. There are several components to the application, 
which are listed and then described in further detail below. If your file is missing one or more of these 
components, you will be at a disadvantage in the selection process. 

Components of the application include: 

• Application Form 
• Academic Statement of Purpose 
• Personal Statement 
• Writing Sample 
• College Transcript(s) 
• Resume or CV 
• Three (3) Letters of Recommendation 
• GRE Scores (not required, for admission for Fall 2022) 
• TOEFL test scores (if applicable, see below) 
• Nonrefundable application fee of $105 (see below regarding fee waivers) 

Academic Statement of Purpose. The statement of purpose should focus on your academic preparation, your 
research interests, and your intellectual goals. We ask that you respond to the following prompt:  

Please use the Academic Statement of Purpose to describe (within 1000 words) the substantive research 
questions you are interested in pursuing during your graduate studies, and explain how our program would 
help you achieve your intellectual goals. Additionally, detail your academic background, intellectual interests, 
and any training or research experience you have received that you believe has prepared you for our program. 
Within your statement, please also identify specific faculty members whose research interests align with your 
own interests. 

Further guidance on preparing your academic statement of purpose is available through the Graduate School. 

Personal Statement. The personal statement will be used for both the admissions process, and to inform the 
nomination and selection process for Diversity Fellowships. For this statement, we ask that you respond to the 
following prompt: 

Please describe how your personal background and experiences influenced your decision to pursue a graduate 
degree. Additionally, provide insight on your potential to contribute to a community of inclusion, belonging, 
and respect where scholars representing diverse backgrounds, perspectives, abilities, and experiences can 
learn and innovate productively and positively together. 

Domestic students who indicate an interest in being considered for a Diversity Fellowship will also be provided 
with an opportunity to submit an Optional Addendum to the Personal Statement. The Optional Addendum is 
intended to provide applicants with the opportunity to provide additional personal information would not be 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/apply/apply-now/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/apply/apply-now/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/diversity-inclusion/recruitment-2/prospective-students/writing-your-statement-of-purpose/


   
 

   
 

accessible for admissions purposes (e.g., highly sensitive information or information that is traumatic in nature), 
but would be accessible to the DGS and the Fellowships. 

GRE Scores. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and current challenges in administration of the GRE, we have 
decided to suspend the GRE requirement in our admissions process. For students applying to begin in Fall 2022, 
the GRE is recommended, but not required. 

Students who intend to take the GRE should do so by October, so that scores arrive by the January 15 deadline 
and can be considered by the admissions committee. Your scores should be submitted directly to Cornell using 
Institution Code 2098; more information is provided here. You do not need to take the advanced test in 
Psychology.  

TOEFL. International applicants must demonstrate proficiency with the English Language by submitting the 
TOEFL or ILETS scores. There are few exceptions to this requirement for international applicants. 

The Graduate School requires an overall band score of 7.0 or higher on the ILETS. Minimum scores for the 
TOEFL iBT are: 

• Speaking: 22 
• Reading: 20 
• Listening: 15 
• Writing: 20 

The TOEFL score must be dated within two years of your program’s application deadline. Photocopies of 
TOEFL score reports will not be accepted. Students must take the TOEFL early enough to have the results 
submitted before the application deadline, and use Institutional Code 2098, with Department Code 96. 

Please note that we cannot confirm receipt of test scores until an applicant has submitted an online application. 
If you receive your test results and any sub-score does not meet the requirement, you should make arrangements 
to retake the test. 

Application Fee: 

 The Graduate School charges a nonrefundable application fee of $105. However, this fee may be waived in 
cases of financial hardship or for qualified participants of certain special programs. 

Deadlines:  
We accept students into the graduate program just once a year, in early spring for a fall matriculation. 
You need to submit your application, including all supporting documentation, in time for us to receive it by 
December 1. 

 Application decisions are typically made in late February, and all of the intramural fellowships are filled by 
mid-February. However, we occasionally make offers later in the spring if it looks like yield rates are unusually 
low or if additional funding from the Graduate School or Arts College comes in. 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/prepare/required-tests/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/prepare/english-language-proficiency-requirement/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/apply/application-fees/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/admissions/apply/application-fees/
https://sociology.cornell.edu/graduate-funding#fellowships


   
 

   
 

You will be notified by a letter from the Director of Graduate Studies of the status of your application once all 
of the admissions decisions have been made. Because letters of admission contain legally binding information 
about the funding package, they need to be cleared by the Graduate School before we can send them out. Please 
be patient with us (and them)! If you are admitted, we ask that you make your decision no later than April 15. 

Graduate Students 

Our graduate students are an integral part of the Cornell psychology community, and our program is committed 
not only to preparing students for their futures in the field of psychology, but to creating an environment in 
which they will thrive during their time here. Graduate student involvement is a large part of creating such an 
environment, and we encourage our students to be active participants of the intellectual and social community 
in the department. Some participation (such as getting involved in research) are clear requirements for obtaining 
a PhD, but graduate students are also expected to attend and actively participate in things like weekly 
colloquium and special lecture series. This participation not only helps build an intellectual community, but it is 
also critical to building the professional skills that will help you succeed in the field.  

In what follows we outline the basic requirements of getting your PhD, along with guidelines for when each 
requirement needs to be fulfilled.  

Forming your Special Committee: 
Your first official requirement as a graduate student is to select the members of your Special Committee. This 
committee is there to help guide you throughout the program, and to determine whether you have fulfilled your 
requirements. The Special Committee consists of your committee chair and two “minor” members (all three of 
which are selected by the student), and a “breadth” member (a member of your committee from outside of your 
area, appointed by the DGS). Note that when you first enter the program, the DGS is your official committee 
chair until you appoint your chair. While the chair of your committee must be a member of the graduate field of 
psychology and within your area, any member of any graduate field may serve as minor members on your 
Special Committee, with occasional limits imposed on the faculty based on the relevance of their field to your 
graduate education.  

Additional guidelines: 
 

o Students should select the chair of their committee as early as possible, ideally within the first semester. 
The committee chair is usually the student’s primary research advisor and mentor. If you have not 
selected a primary advisor by the end of your first semester, you should consult the Director of Graduate 
Studies to have an acting chair appointed. 

o Minor committee members should be selected on the basis of the expertise they bring to your training. 
o Your breadth member (also known as the “field appointed member”) is appointed by the DGS with the 

goal of ensuring that all graduate students receive an appropriate breadth of training in the field of 
psychology. 
 

For more information on special committee requirements: https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academic-
progress/requirements-milestones/special-committees/choosing-your-committee/ 

Selecting your Committee Chair and Members in Student center: www.studentcenter.cornell.edu 

https://sociology.cornell.edu/grad-students
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academic-progress/requirements-milestones/special-committees/choosing-your-committee/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academic-progress/requirements-milestones/special-committees/choosing-your-committee/


   
 

   
 

Committee selection will be entered into student center with the following required field set up. Menu will be 
on the right: Select Special Committee 

o Chairperson and concentration area 
o Minor member and concentration area 
o Minor Member and concentration area  
o Field appointed member (also known as Breadth Member) and concentration area 
 

When submitted: The form will then be electronically approved by the committee members, DGS and GFA   for 
final approval. 
 
 
Special Committee Meetings: 

o First year meeting – this meeting should be held by the end of the Spring semester of your first year. 
The first meeting is usually a ‘getting to know you’ meeting, and typically involves a discussion of the 
student’s research interests and current progress on initial research projects.  
▪ It is helpful to provide the committee with background information, including any prior research and 

relevant coursework. This often takes the form of a single one-page document that is distributed to 
the committee during (or prior to) the meeting.  

▪ Bring your questions. This meeting (and all meetings) are designed to ensure your success 
throughout the graduate education process, and your committee has the knowledge to provide you 
with answers to any questions you might have.  

o Students should have a formal meeting with their committee at least once per year. However, students 
are encouraged to consult frequently with committee members outside of these meetings.  

o Additional tips:  
▪ For all committee meetings, it is useful to provide all committee members with a document that 

briefly outlines each of your research projects (new, ongoing and completed) and your progress to 
date, plans for future experiments. 

▪ It is useful for students to briefly document the discussions of the meeting, including any specific 
plans or decisions that were made, and send a copy to each committee member for their records. 
This helps to ensure that students and committee members are in agreement about the discussion. 

 

Changes to your committee:  

o Changing the members of your special committee requires approval from all members of the newly 
formed committee. It does not require approval from members who are leaving the committee. These 
changes need to be filed immediately in Student Center.  

o You may make changes to your special committee at any time prior to your A exam. Committee changes 
after your A exam require the dean’s approval. Additionally, you may not schedule your B exam within 
three months of a committee change. 

 

Required Courses: 
Our program is intended to give students flexibility in their education, allowing them to balance their research 
goals with their coursework. As such, we have very few official requirements when it comes to coursework. We 



   
 

   
 

list these below, but also encourage students to participate in graduate seminars that are not part of their official 
requirements.  
• In your first year you are required to enroll in: 

o Psychology 6001 - Graduate Professionalism Seminar (with training for writing an external funding 
proposal) 

o Quantitative Methods 1& 2 (if not being taught then BTRY 6010 & 6020)  
• In years 1-4 you are also required to enroll in:  

o Psychology 6000 – Graduate Research Seminar 
o Enrollment in this seminar includes presenting your research in the Spring of your 1st, 2nd, and 4th years.  

 

 
EXAMS 

 

The A-Exam  

The Graduate School requires that all PhD candidates defend what is known as the A-Exam (also known as the 
Examination for Admission to Candidacy). This exam must include an oral component. In psychology, the A-
Exam usually consists of three papers submitted to the Special Committee, based on questions that have been 
provided by the chair and the two minor members of the committee (not the breadth member). Students must 
then have a Special Committee meeting, in which they present these papers and field questions from committee 
members (the oral component of the defense). The Special Committee determines the content and format of the 
written submissions, and in consultation with the student, may ask that these submissions take the form of (for 
instance) a grant proposal or a detailed course syllabus.  
 

● PhD students must pass the A-exam before they are formally admitted to candidacy for the PhD. The A-
exam must take place after the second, but before the seventh term (semester) of residence.  

● Students should arrange a meeting of the Special Committee to discuss the format of the A-Exam (note, 
again, that the committee has flexibility over what will be required).  

● Students must submit copies of all of their A-exam papers to all members of the Special Committee at 
least two weeks in advance of the examination, unless all members of the Special Committee agree to 
modify this requirement. 

● A Schedule of Examination Form, found on the graduate school forms web page, signed by all 
committee members, the DGS, and the Graduate Field Assistant, must be submitted to the Graduate 
school at least 7 days prior to the exam. The exam must be scheduled so that all members of the Special 
Committee can attend in person, except under exceptional circumstances. 

● If a Special Committee member cannot attend the oral defense in person, the student must petition the 
Graduate School in order to have the member attend virtually or telephonically. This petition, also found 
on the graduate school forms web page, must be signed by all members of the Special Committee, the 
DGS, and the GFA. The petition must be approved at least 7 days before the exam is scheduled to take 
place. 

● A results of Examinations Form, (also found on the graduate school forms web page), recording the 
outcome of the examination, must be signed at the exam by all Special Committee members, then by the 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Schedule-A-Exam-100116.pdf
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/A-Exam-Results-and-Instructions-06_08_17.pdf


   
 

   
 

DGS and Graduate Field Assistant. This form must be submitted to the Graduate School within 3 
working days of the oral defense. 

 

The B-Exam (Dissertation Defense)  

The B Exam is an oral defense of the dissertation. Here, you are challenged to demonstrate mastery of the 
relevant literature, to justify the thesis, and to defend the data analysis and interpretations.  

Dissertation Proposal:  

Before starting dissertation work, you must submit a dissertation proposal, also known as a prospectus, to your 
special committee. The proposal should give details on the theoretical problem to be addressed in the 
dissertation, the methods for collecting and/or analyzing data, and the relevance of the expected results as a 
contribution to the literature. The dissertation proposal is evaluated by the Special Committee.  

The proposal needs to be defended, or at least discussed, at a meeting with members of the special committee. 
Once completed, you must submit the dissertation prospectus completion form. 

It is recommended that you submit a written dissertation proposal to all members of the Special Committee 
prior to any final discussion or defense of this proposal. 

Dissertation Defense:  

Public defense: Students are required to present their dissertation research in a public exam/talk to be scheduled 
immediately prior to the oral defense. This public presentation is open to all members of the psychology 
community.  

Oral examination: Following the public talk, students will have a meeting with their special committee in which 
they will field questions about their dissertation.  

Students must submit their dissertation to all members of the Special Committee at least two weeks in advance 
of the examination, unless all members of the Special Committee agree to modify this requirement. 

A Schedule of Examination Form must be filed with the Graduate School at least seven calendar days prior to 
the examination, and a Results of Examination Form must be filed with the Graduate School within three 
business days of the examination. Both forms must be signed by all members of the Special Committee, the 
Director of Graduate Studies, and the Graduate Field Assistant. 

Once the Special Committee has approved the dissertation, students must submit it to the Graduate School in 
accordance with its guidelines for dissertations. At this point, the PhD degree is awarded.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://sociology.cornell.edu/sites/sociology/files/Dissertation_Prospectus_Completion_Form.pdf
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Schedule-B-Exam-100116.pdf
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/B-Exam-Results-and-Instructions-06_21_17-1.pdf


   
 

   
 

Funding for Graduate Studies 

Overview 

Cornell funding packages are formally approved by Cornell University based on the annual projected budgets of 
the graduate school and the colleges that allocate resources. As a result, each cohort’s funding package (and 
size) can vary slightly. For legal purposes, it is the admission letter, not this handbook, that constitutes the 
official “contract” between the prospective graduate student and Cornell University. 

Funding packages typically offer four years of support with a fifth year (which is contingent upon applying for 
two external sources of funding via external fellowships), Admission to the program covers academic year 
tuition & health along with providing a stipend for living expenses (excluding summer, unless offered by 
fellowship).  

Some students are also admitted with funding that they secure from foundation or government sources, or in 
collaborative arrangements with other units within Cornell.  

Internal fellowships: 
One of the most common form of Cornell funding is the Cornell University Fellowship, known as the SAGE 
fellowship. These fellowships cover tuition and provide a stipend for living expenses. In the first year and the 
“dissertation year,” students are not expected to work as a Teaching Assistant, Research Assistant, or Graduate 
Research Assistant. During the other three years, the student is required to work as a TA, RA, or GRA. 

Special fellowships are also available from the Graduate School for qualified applicants from under-represented 
minority groups. These require a supplemental application essay, submitted at the same time as the other 
application materials. 

External fellowships: 
Many of our students have been successful in national competitions for external graduate fellowships sponsored 
by the National Science Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the Jacob Javits Foundation, and others. The 
Graduate School maintains a fellowship database to help students find fellowships for which they are qualified 
along with an internal excel spreadsheet that will be housed internally.  Please see the GFA for this information. 
 
Teaching Assistantship: 
Teaching is a skill that will be useful to many students, whether they intend to become university faculty 
members or not. The Field requires that all students fulfill a teaching assistantship and, as usual, the Special 
Committee determines whether the requirement has been satisfied.  

The teaching requirement may be met in a variety of ways. The most common way is to serve as a teaching 
assistant in an existing course that has discussion sessions for which a TA is responsible.  

Teaching well is a difficult task. The Field urges students to improve their teaching skills by taking advantage 
of the University’s resources for teaching assistants offered by the Center for Teaching Excellence and by 
observing colleagues and faculty members in action.  

 
 
 

http://gradschool.cornell.edu/costs-and-funding/fellowships/continuing-student-fellowships
http://gradschool.cornell.edu/fellowships/
http://www.cte.cornell.edu/


   
 

   
 

Student Well-Being 
 

Our department (and university) values the mental and physical health of our students, and we want to ensure 
that students maintain the proper balance to facilitate success in graduate school and in their future career. This 
section discusses resources offered to help protect and enhance student health and well-being. Students may be 
interested in a seminar series offered by the Graduate School called “Perspectives: The Complete Graduate 
Student,” which is designed to support student health, well-being, and professional success. 
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/student-experience/student-life-programs/perspectives-the-complete-graduate-
student/ 

  

Title IX Complaints / Sexual Harassment or Misconduct. We are committed to providing a safe, inclusive, 
and respectful learning environment and will not tolerate sexual harassment or misconduct. Here is the webpage 
for Cornell’s Title IX office, which enforces these policies. You can click here to make a report to Cornell of 
harassment, sexual assault, dating violence, or other sexual misconduct. Here is a list of other resources and 
options for reporting. https://titleix.cornell.edu/ 

 

Bias and Discrimination. As part of our commitment to a safe, inclusive, and respective learning environment,  
we will not tolerate bias or discrimination. You can report bias incidents and related concerns here or by 
emailing Report_Bias@cornell.edu. Cornell graduate school’s resources regarding diversity and inclusion are 
available here. Cornell also has an Office of Inclusion and Student Engagement (OISE) that helps recruit and 
retain a diverse student body. Here is the link for Cornell’s LGBT Resource Center.  

Emotional and Mental Health. Graduate school can be a stressful and isolating experience and it is common 
for graduate students to seek counseling and to speak with others about strategies for ensuring their mental and 
emotional health. The Cornell Health Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS) is available if students 
wish to speak with them: 607-255-5155. Here is a longer list of resources available for help and support. 
Cornell Health offers integrated medical and mental health services to students. 

Disability Services. Our commitment to an inclusive learning environment includes accommodation for student 
needs. Here is the link to Student Disability Services, which helps develop plans for student accommodation. 
Additionally, the Director of Graduate Studies is always open to suggestions to make the Psychology PhD 
program more accessible and inclusive.  

Leave of Absence. Some students take a leave of absence, effectively putting a temporary pause on their 
graduate studies. Please see the Cornell Graduate School’s Code of Legislation for university policies regarding 
leaves of absence for personal or health reasons. Also see this page devoted to leaves of absence. Please discuss 
with your special committee chair and the DGS any plans you may be considering for a leave of absence. Forms 
to petition for a health leave of absence, a leave of absence for reasons other than health are available here. 4.6 
Parental Accommodation Cornell University graduate students are eligible for parental accommodation to help 
balance the competing demands of academic and family life. More information about eligibility and benefits are 
available here. Information about the Cornell Child Care Center can be found here https://child-care-
preschool.brighthorizons.com/ny/ithaca/cornell. There are many supports within the Cornell community for 
students with children. Visit our Students with Families website for more information.  

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/student-experience/student-life-programs/perspectives-the-complete-graduate-student/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/student-experience/student-life-programs/perspectives-the-complete-graduate-student/
https://titleix.cornell.edu/
mailto:Report_Bias@cornell.edu
https://child-care-preschool.brighthorizons.com/ny/ithaca/cornell
https://child-care-preschool.brighthorizons.com/ny/ithaca/cornell


   
 

   
 

Working in Absentia. A leave of absence is taken when the student will not be making progress towards their 
degree. In contrast, if the student is away from Ithaca (specifically, more than 100 miles away) but is still 
making the necessary progress towards their degree under the close supervision of their special committee (e.g. 
for field work or other dissertation research) then the student may change their status to in absentia. More 
information, including the in absentia petition, are available online. Students should be very cautious about 
working for an extended period away from campus; it is difficult for the special committee to provide the same 
level of feedback, interaction, and supervision when a student is living away from campus. Students in absentia 
also fail to keep up with innovations in the field by attending seminars and meeting with visitors.  

There is also the risk that progress may stall when one leaves a more structured environment and is away from 
graduate student peers. In absentia status should only be sought with the counsel and approval of the special 
committee. 

Graduate Program Timeline: 

 

 

 

 

 

1st  Year 
1st Semester
*Select special committee
*NSF, NIH or fellowship 
submittions
* Statistics 1 course
* Enroll in Grant Writing 
course
* attend Dept. Colloquiums

2nd Semester
*Complete Committee  
(chair, 2 committee 
members, Breadth) 
* Statistics 2 course
*First Committee meeting
*First year presentations
* fullfil first year writing 
requirement 
* attend Dept. Colloquiums

2nd year 
3rd Semester
*Confirm full 
committee.
* attend Dept. 
Colloquiums

4th Semester
*GRS 2nd year pulic 
presentations 
* attend Dept. 
Colloquiums

3rd Year 
5th semester
*Continue research 
related to  your 
thesis/
dissertation
* attend Dept. 
Colloquiums

6th Semester
* Prepare and 
Complete A exam 
* attend Dept. 
Colloquiums

4th year 
7th semester
*continue 
research 

8th semester
*GRS 4th year 
public 
presentations 

5th Year 
9th Semester

10th semester
* By the end of 
the 5th year B 
Exam is 
completed
* Dissertation



   
 

   
 

PhD Student Timeline 

Year 1 (Fall semester) 

• Select your committee chair by October.   
o The faculty member who represents your major subject is considered the chair of your Special 

Committee. Your chair will supervise your thesis or dissertation work and will typically provide 
the facilities and supervision necessary to conduct your research. 

• Begin research project 
• Take first course of the statistics sequence 
• Start the process of selecting two minor members of your committee. 

o You have a lot of flexibility when it comes to selecting members of your Special Committee. 
Any member of any graduate field may serve on your Special Committee, with occasional limits 
imposed on the faculty based on their field standing. Your Special Committee chair must be from 
your graduate field. Doctoral candidates must have one faculty member representing their major 
subject and two minor members, each representing one of their minor subjects.  

• Strongly recommended: Take the grant-writing seminar (Psych 6000), attend department colloquia, get 
to know the faculty to determine who to add to your committee. 

 You will add your committee into your student center and it should be set up in these required field  

• Chair person 
• Minor member  
• Minor Member  
• Field appointed member (Breadth Member)   

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academic-progress/requirements-milestones/special-committees/choosing-your-
committee/ 

Year 1 (Spring semester) 

• Finish selecting committee members and ask the Director of Graduate Studies (DGS) to assign a breadth 
member (Field Appointed Member) 

• Take second course of the statistics sequence 
• Hold a committee meeting by the end of May to formulate a plan of study and research 
• Present your ongoing research to the department as part of the first-year research presentations (10-15 

min talk) at the end of the semester.  You will receive an email from GFA in regards to the date and 
time.  This is usually held in the last GRS slot of the academic year.   

• Fulfill the first-year writing requirement by writing a report that summarizes your research to date.  Talk 
with your committee chair to determine the specific topic and format of the report.  It should be written 
in a style appropriate for a scientific journal. The report is due by June 1 and should be turned in to your 
committee members, DGS and the GFA.  Your committee will give you feedback on the report. 

• Attend departmental colloquia and talks by other graduate students in the Graduate Research Seminar 
(GRS) 

 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academic-progress/requirements-milestones/special-committees/choosing-your-committee/
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/academic-progress/requirements-milestones/special-committees/choosing-your-committee/


   
 

   
 

Year 2 

• Continue research 
• Present your research to the department in a 50-minute talk given to the GRS. This is usually held in the 

spring semester.   
• Hold a committee meeting before the end of May.  In the meeting, assess research and coursework 

progress to date, formulate a plan for further study and research, and begin planning for when you will 
take your Admission to Candidacy exam (“A” exam). 

• Attend departmental colloquia and GRS talks 

Year 3 

• Continue research 
• Take the A exam before the end of your third year.  The Graduate School requires your Schedule of 

Exam form by May 1st.  Ideally the A exam is taken before mid-July but it is best to complete the A 
exam before the spring semester is over with.  The A exam may be taken in August, but this is a last-
resort option since a failure to pass may not leave enough time to complete revisions before the semester 
starts, at which time students on a Sage fellowship would lose their funding from the Graduate School. 

A examination date and time will be announced via email, which is required by Graduate school 
guidelines.  https://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms/ 

• Work with your committee to receive their questions and schedule the A exam.  You must inform the 
Graduate School and your Graduate Field at least seven working days  prior to taking the exam.  The 
format of the exam is determined by your committee.  The typical format is three essays (~30 pages in 
length) written in response to questions from your committee members.  The exam itself is an oral 
defense of the essays. 

• Hold a committee meeting (this may be at the same time as the A exam or a different time) by the end of 
May to evaluate progress in research and coursework, and formulate a plan for further study and 
research. 

• Attend departmental colloquia and GRS talks 

 Year 4 

• Continue research 
• In your 4th year, present your research to the department in a 50-minute GRS talk. This will be held in 

the GRS time slot and depending on the number of graduate students required to complete the GRS 
talks, this could also be scheduled into the fall semester.  

• Hold a committee meeting (this may be at the same time as the A exam or a different time) by the end of 
May to evaluate progress in research and coursework, and formulate a plan for further study and 
research. 

• Attend departmental colloquia and GRS talks 

 

 

 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms/


   
 

   
 

Year 5 and beyond 

• Funding for the fifth year is contingent upon two attempts at obtaining outside funding (e.g. an 
NSF or NDSEG fellowship or and NIH NRSA if eligible).  Consult with your advisor and the DGS to 
determine which funding sources are appropriate for you and your research area. 

• Continue research 
• Hold a yearly committee meeting to evaluate progress in research and coursework 
• Schedule your thesis defense (“B” exam).  The B exam includes the completion of a thesis and a thesis 

defense before your committee and any other interested faculty.  In addition, a public talk on your 
research is usually done just before the defense.  You must inform the Graduate School and your 
Graduate Field at least seven working days  prior to taking the exam. 
https://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms/ 

• Attend departmental colloquia and GRS talks 

 

Every Year 

Student Progress Reports (SPRs) are done yearly. You will receive an email from the GFA in regard to your 
SPR submissions. 

 

Additional Items of Importance 

Graduate School forms: 
For everything you do in your graduate career that is graduate school related, there is a form! 

• Graduate School forms can be located at www.gradschool.cornell.edu 

You will find the link on the left of the home page under student & faculty.  Any grad school form must 
be completed and then brought to Graduate Field Assistant (GFA), Pam Cunningham for a signature.   

• All forms except conference and travel grant forms will be kept on a student’s records file, and the GFA 
will submit a PDF copy to the Graduate School.   

All exam forms must be completed in the proper allotted time.  If not you will need to reschedule 
to meet requirement   

• Department Forms will be sent via email from the GFA.  
o Graduate Progress & History Forms 
o Teaching Assignment letters  
o Graduate Student Slides for the Faculty review. 
o Other department related forms 

   Return all Department forms as an electronic version by the deadline. 

 

 

 

https://gradschool.cornell.edu/forms/
http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/


   
 

   
 

Grant Writing Submissions 

• 5th year of support is contingent upon applying for two outside Cornell sources of fellowship. You do 
not have to receive the fellowship, but you must apply.   

• A copy of the submitted applications must be given to the GFA for your records.   

Assistance with Departmental Events: 

We ask all of our graduate students for their help in ensuring departmental events are a success. Graduate 
student involvement in the following two are especially critical:  

• Recruitment weekend: pick- up and delivery of visiting candidates, housing of students, and set-up / 
clean-up of events. 
 

• Colloquium events:  2nd year students are required to help set-up colloquium talks and to clean up 
after– Linda LeVan will send a schedule of talks and will provide additional details to students as the 
time approaches.  

For Graduate School guidelines and policies: www.gradschool.cornell.edu/policies  

 

 

These requirements are current as of 12/31/2021.  They are currently being revised and may change. 

 

 

http://www.gradschool.cornell.edu/policies

