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Congratulations and welcome to Graduate Biomedical

Sciences (GBS) at UAB. I am pleased to have you join

our community of scholars on the journey toward

discovery. GBS is dedicated to nurturing the curiosity

of our students and equipping them with the skills to

drive biomedical research forward in our state, in our

country, and beyond.

 

My primary goal as Associate Dean is to encourage

our ongoing pursuit of excellence in scholarship and

research. This handbook is provided to assist you in

these endeavors.  In addition, GBS staff members are

always on hand to support you during your transition

into and through the program.

 

During your journey, I encourage you to take

advantage of the many opportunities offered within

GBS, UAB, and Birmingham. Our interdisciplinary

program is designed to expose students to a wide

range of experiences. In addition, we value a

commitment to service as well as personal and

professional development as part of your scholarly

activities. We look forward to supporting your

academic, professional, and personal success during

your training at the University of Alabama at

Birmingham and for years to come.

ASSOCIATE DEAN'S
WELCOME MESSAGE

Dr. David Schneider
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DISCLAIMER

This handbook is an overview of general academic regulations specific to the GBS program at UAB. Although UAB will

make its best efforts to abide by this handbook, UAB reserves the right to interpret and apply its procedures and policies,

and to deviate from these guidelines, as appropriate in the particular circumstances and in accordance with the mission

and goals of the program. UAB also reserves the right to address issues not covered in this handbook and to make

changes to the policy without advance notice. Changes become effective at the time the proper authorities determine so

and the changes apply to both prospective students and those already enrolled.  Please refer to the GBS website

(uab.edu/gbs) for the most up-to-date version. For more complete and detailed information regarding UAB’s academic

regulations, see the UAB Graduate Catalog (catalog.uab.edu/graduate).

 

All students are responsible for knowing and abiding by the general University rules and regulations pertaining to

graduate study at UAB and the specific academic requirements of their particular degree program. This handbook is not

intended to nor does it contain all policies or regulations applicable to students. Each student is responsible for

familiarizing themselves with the contents of this handbook.  

 

Although the policies contained herein are intended to reflect current rules and policies of the University, users are

cautioned that changes or additions may have become effective since the publication of this material. In the event of a

conflict, current statements of Board policy contained in the Bylaws, Rules, official minutes, and other pronouncements

of the Board or Chancellor, or superseding law, shall prevail.

 

This handbook does not constitute a contract and may not be deemed or construed as part of any contract between UAB

and any student or student representative.

EQUAL OPPORTUNITY & 
NON-DISCRIMINATION STATEMENT

UAB is committed to providing an environment that is free of bias, discrimination, and harassment.  If you have been the

victim of sexual discrimination, sexual harassment, sexual misconduct, or sexual assault, inducing, sexual exploitation,

relationship violence, stalking, and retaliation we encourage you to file a report.  UAB provides several avenues for

reporting.  For more information about Title IX, policy, reporting, protections, resources, and supports, please visit the

Title IX website (uab.edu/titleix).

 

UAB also prohibits, and will not tolerate, discrimination in admission, educational programs, and other student matters

on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, national origin,

disability unrelated to program performance, veteran status, or genetic or family medical history. Complaints by any

applicant or student who has reason to think he or she has been affected by discrimination will be considered through

appropriate established procedures. For more information, please see the Equal Opportunity and Discriminatory

Harassment policy (uab.edu/policies).

 

UAB is committed to providing an accessible learning experience for all students.  If you are a student with a disability

that qualifies under Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, and you require

reasonable accommodations, please contact Disability Support Services for information on accommodations, registration

and procedures.  Requests for reasonable accommodations involve an interactive process and consist of a collaborative

effort among the students, DSS, faculty, and staff.  If you are registered with Disability Support Services, please contact

the GBS office to discuss reasonable accommodations that may be necessary in this program.  If you have a disability but

have not contacted Disability Support Services, please call 205-934-4205 or visit the DSS website (uab.edu/dss).
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https://www.uab.edu/gbs/home/


UAB GRADUATE SCHOOL
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We value a student-centered
learning environment.

CORE  VA LUE  3

We value an academically
excellent learning

environment.

CORE  VA LUE  1

GBS is an interdisciplinary and interdepartmental umbrella PhD program under the UAB Graduate School.

We value and celebrate
diversity, equity, and

inclusion. 

CORE  VA LUE  2

WWW.UAB.EDU/GRADUATE | (205) 934-8227 | GRADSCHOOL@UAB.EDU

VISION
Improving lives through the
accomplishments of  our scholars

MISSION
Inspiring minds today to
transform tomorrow



PROGRAM INTRO
UAB offers a tremendous, diverse community of scientists focused on innovation in modern biomedicine. As evidence of
the excellence and innovation of the research community, UAB is routinely ranked among the top research-intensive
universities for extramural funding and research productivity. The thrill of discovery is evident across campus.
 
The Graduate Biomedical Sciences (GBS) interdisciplinary themes are designed to provide our trainees with rigorous,
interdisciplinary education and mentorship in a wide array of scientific disciplines, ranging from the study of fundamental
cellular processes to translational therapeutic strategies. GBS trainees can perform their doctoral research in more than
350 different labs across UAB’s campus. Because of the scale of GBS and the number of affiliated faculty, GBS is
subdivided into eight individual themes, based on scientific disciplines. Students enter with a chosen theme but have the
opportunity to switch themes. These themes provide discipline-specific training and opportunities for smaller-scale
connections within the overall community.
 
The eight GBS themes are:
      ·Biochemistry and Structural Biology
      ·Cancer Biology
      ·Cell, Molecular, and Developmental Biology
      ·Genetics, Genomics, and Bioinformatics
      ·Immunology
      ·Microbiology
      ·Neuroscience
      ·Pathobiology, Pharmacology, and Physiology
 
Our students capitalize on UAB’s research team that includes many of the nation’s top principal investigators. UAB is
consistently listed in the top 25 in the nation on U.S. News & World Report’s list of “America’s Best Graduate Schools”.
UAB is the only Alabama university recognized by the Carnegie Foundation for both “highest research activity” and
“community engagement.” As a measure of this scientific excellence, UAB attracts over $600 million per year in
extramural grant support and ranks in the top 20 in the nation in National Institutes of Health (NIH) grant support among
the 125 accredited medical schools in the USA.
 
GBS seeks to provide our students with all of the resources they need to cultivate excellence in their careers, irrespective of
individual goals or aspirations. We take advantage of the exceptional research capacity of our community, the
commitment of our faculty to excellence in mentorship, and modern, flexible methods for educating young professionals
in advanced scientific topics. We realize that the decision to pursue a PhD in science is serious. Each trainee in our
program has a different goal or dream. Our mission is to help each student reach those goals, to the best of their ability.

COMPETENCIES

GBS offers a wide array of courses, seminars, journal clubs, research
opportunities, and professional development opportunities that are
designed to support the growth and development of our students. The
following list consists of desirable competencies for our students to achieve
while in GBS.
      ·Content-Specific Conceptual Knowledge
      ·Critical Thinking and Data Evaluation
      ·Quantitative Analysis
      ·Research Skill Development
      ·Communication Skills
      ·Professionalism
      ·Leadership & Management Skills
      ·Career Exploration and Preparation
      ·Personal Development
      ·Responsible Conduct of Research

MISSION
Driving biomedical discovery
through interdisciplinary
training and innovative research

VISION

Demonstrating world-class
excellence in all  areas of
biomedical research through the
achievements of  our students.
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FIRST-YEAR REQUIREMENTS

All students are required to complete first-year fall core courses (GBS 707, 708, and 709) focused on the

fundamentals of biomedical science as well as GBS 701, focused on core concepts in research pertaining to

critical thinking and error analysis. All students are required to complete four spring semester modules.

Reference theme checklists for recommendations and requirements by each theme. Themes may require

additional courses within the first year.

Courses outside of GBS required curriculum are not allowed for students within their first 16-months in

the program, unless approved by the GBS Curriculum Manager. Once a student joins a lab, classes outside

of GBS may be taken at the discretion of the mentor.

A letter grade of “C” or below is considered a failing grade. If a student does not pass any one of the three

core courses or four spring modules, they will be required to retake that course. If a passing grade is not

obtained in the second attempt, the student will be dismissed from GBS. Three failing grades in any

combination of first-year courses or rotations will result in dismissal from GBS. Dismissal will be effective

at the end of the semester.
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ACADEMICS & REGISTRATION 

Curricular requirements can be found on the theme-specific checklists and student's GPS audits. Students

are expected to be aware of their academic standing at all times. GBS highly recommends that students

review their academic records through their GPS audits in BlazerNet and transcripts each semester. If

problems are identified, contact the GBS Curriculum Manager. 

Each student is required to register for 9 hours per semester. Any courses over 9 hours must be documented

and approved by the mentor and GBS Curriculum Manager. Students are required to be registered for at

least one hour of GBS research credit each semester, either lab rotations, non-dissertation research, or

dissertation research. If a student plans to leave their position prior to the end of the final semester, the

student may complete the Final Semester Registration Adjustment form to determine the appropriate

registration hours for correct stipend and tuition payment.

GBS registration deadlines: Fall- July 1, Spring- December 1, Summer- May 1

Students are responsible for registering for classes on time, even if they are not on campus. Incomplete or

inappropriate registration can affect stipend distribution and may result in the student paying tuition and

fees. If a student needs to withdraw from a class or make any changes to the course schedule after the

registration date, please notify the GBS Curriculum Manager. Failure to do so may result in the student

being responsible for tuition payment, late fees, etc.
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LAB ROTATIONS

Research rotations provide an opportunity for each student to experience the research environment in several

different labs. These experiences are critical for choosing an appropriate lab/mentor for one’s dissertation work.

All students receive instructions on best practices for successful lab rotations at orientation and are encouraged

to work with the Theme Director(s) concerning selecting lab rotations.

 

Students must complete at least three lab rotations in three different labs prior to joining a dissertation lab*.

Students are expected to complete the Lab Rotation Verification Form prior to the start of each rotation. The

decision to join a lab is by mutual agreement between the student and mentor, with approval by the mentor’s

department chair. No later than 10 days after the end of a lab rotation, the student and the mentor complete and

submit the appropriate GBS mentor lab rotation evaluation form to document the lab rotation experience.

If the student does not have an agreement for a lab rotation within the first 10 days of the rotation period, the

student is to provide documentation of circumstances related to this situation.

All students completing their first year in GBS are expected to present a poster on one of their lab rotations at

the GBS Symposium. The Symposium is an opportunity to showcase the research and achievements of GBS

students and to give first-year students an opportunity to practice presentation and discussion of their research. 

*A student may join a lab after two rotations if the student can document that they have extensive research

experience prior to joining GBS. To forego the third rotation, the student must have identified a lab to join and

discussed the options with their Theme Director(s). Students will be expected to complete the Rotation Waiver

Form to document approval between all parties.

While GBS highly encourages students to secure a permanent lab by the end of their third rotation, the GBS

academic calendar is designed to accommodate four lab rotations within the fall and spring semesters for first-

year students. If a student cannot identify a permanent lab after these four rotations, the student may begin a

shorter series of 4-week lab rotations designed to rapidly identify a proper mentor and student match. A

student will be allowed up to three additional lab rotations for seven total possible rotations. The additional

rotations are expected to begin on the following working day from the previous rotation. For these rotations,

students are expected to complete the Additional Rotation Form prior to the start of the rotation.

 

Students who are not placed in a dissertation lab at the end of the fourth GBS rotation period must schedule a

meeting with the Theme Director(s) and GBS representative. This meeting will result in a plan tailored to the

student’s specific needs and will be designed to assist the student in selecting potential lab rotations that are

more likely to result in a dissertation lab for the student. The plan will be based on a review of the student and

mentor lab rotation evaluation forms from each of the student’s previous lab rotations; results of discussions

concerning the learning/work environment best suited for the student’s success in the GBS program and how

this relates to various laboratories of interest to the student; and input related to observations of the Theme

Director(s) based on the student’s experience in the program to date.

Each rotation with the potential new mentor is approximately four weeks in length. Thus, the maximum total

time available for additional rotations is twelve weeks. Stipend and tuition support is not guaranteed if a

student cannot identify a research lab after all rotation periods. 

ADDITIONAL ROTATIONS
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At least three advanced courses are required for students in all GBS themes. Approved advanced courses are

listed on the GBS Coursework page. Each theme may require more than three advanced courses, particularly

if the advanced courses taken are listed for fewer than three credit hours each. Students are expected to

coordinate advanced course expectations with their mentor(s) and committee members.

 

Advanced courses can be offered off-campus, such as those offered for students in labs outside of UAB, by

Cold Spring Harbor or AAI Advance Immunology Course or by other UAB departments.  In order for a

student to receive credit for a 2-hour course, off-campus course, or non-GBS course as advanced course

credit, the student must complete the Advanced Course Verification Form.

 

Completion of the course with a grade of “B” or better is required to count toward the advanced courses

requirement. The three advanced courses have to be 700-level classes with letter grades assigned (not

pass/fail) to count toward this requirement. Other courses, such as 500 or 600 level classes, can be taken for

graduate credit, but they will not count toward the three advanced course requirement.

ADVANCED COURSES

All GBS students are required to register and attend journal clubs in the fall and spring semesters, past the

first year. Journal club courses help students develop competency in several areas: fundamental

understanding of modern research topics, scientific writing, critical evaluation of research findings, and oral

presentation skills. 

All GBS students are required to register and attend theme meetings and/or seminars in the fall and spring

semesters, past the first year. Seminar/theme meeting requirements help students develop competency in

fundamental understanding of modern research topics and oral presentation skills. 

JOURNAL CLUBS

OTHER REQUIREMENTS

SEMINARS/THEME MEETINGS

All GBS students are required to complete training in biostatistics, scientific-communication/grant-writing,

and ethics (GRD 717) as well as research requirements each semester. 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS



COMMITTEE
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A committee chair for the qualifying exam will  be selected by the student in consultation with the mentor and
potentially other leaders within the program. The mentor cannot serve as chair.  The committee chair will  serve as
the primary point of communication between the student and the committee members for both the oral and
written portions of the exam (relaying decisions such as pass,  fail ,  or required modifications).  It  is the student’s
responsibility to communicate with the chair of the committee and confirm their willingness to serve in that role.
The GBS program will  provide a description of duties/expectations to the chair and all  committee members as
soon as the dates of the exam are set.

All student committees are to be composed of at least five faculty members who maintain UAB Graduate Faculty
Status and GBS Faculty Affiliation. The committee must have four faculty members unrelated to the student's
project.  Thus, if  the student has two co-mentors who are scientifically involved in the project,  the committee must
have at least six members. Graduate students'  dissertation committees are expected to be set up by the beginning of
the second year. All committee members, including the chair,  are selected by the student and mentor.

The mentor is an important member of the committee and can freely participate in all  regular committee meetings,
but the mentor does not participate in the qualifying exam. The mentor may attend (to take notes and provide advice
later),  but cannot participate or answer exam questions from the student or the committee. In cases where factual
interpretations are important for progress of the meeting, committee members may ask the mentor for clarification
of a point.  The mentor is not required to attend the exam. In cases where the mentor prefers to be absent during the
examination, the committee of at least 4 faculty members will  conduct the exam and inform the student of their
performance.

In the event that a mentor leaves the institution, the student will  work with the GBS Office to coordinate the
transition process.

All new mentors will  be expected to identify a senior co-mentor from the UAB faculty for the first mentee in the lab.

MENTOR

QE COMMITTEE CHAIR

QUALIFYING EXAM (QE)

TIMING

Since fellowship applications are more competitive when students have completed their qualifying exams, it  is
suggested students follow the dates below for completion of written and oral portions of the exam during their
second year. This is a suggested timeline, but there will  be variability between students in actual dates of
accomplishment. Students who require additional time to prepare can complete the exam later; however, this delay
may negatively impact fellowship and T32 applications.
 
March 31st:  Turn in written proposal to all  committee members
April 30th: Committee members return comments to student
May 31st:  Oral defense completed*

*Due to difficulty in arranging schedules, students may schedule oral defense prior to successful completion of
written portion. The final deadline for all  students to complete written and oral portions of the exam is the end of the
fall  semester of the student's third year. If a student has not completed the qualifying exam at this time, the theme
will arrange a meeting with the student and mentor to define a timeline for completion.



QUALIFYING EXAM (QE)
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The format of the presentation is tailored around the major features of a research proposal:  What is the question
being addressed? Why is this question significant? What research aims will  be examined to address this question?
The student should respond to any major shortcomings identified in the committee’s critiques of the written
proposal during the oral exam. Since this is an exam, the committee is expected to ask questions relevant to the
project but also relevant to general knowledge for a modern scientist.  The committee is encouraged to ask questions
probing experimental design and creative concepts.  The student is evaluated on their ability to think and reason,
not simply understand their project.  

After completion of the defense, the committee will  hold a closed session to discuss the performance. There are
three possible outcomes: 1)  Pass without exception, 2) Pass with additional requirements (for example a certain
course or training module can be required to fill  an area or need, or certain sections of the oral defense can be
redone) or 3) Fail and re-schedule. In the closed door discussion, the committee chair must work to reach a
resolution acceptable to all  committee members. The mentor can participate in this discussion to provide insight to
the committee, but if a vote is taken, the mentor will  abstain. The result of the meeting will  be recorded on the GBS
Qualifying Exam form, and this form will  be signed by each committee member and delivered to the GBS office
within two business days. In the event of a failure, the student is permitted one more attempt at the oral defense. A
second failure will  result in dismissal from the program.

Additional information can be found on the GBS website (uab.edu/gbs) .

Students are to submit a written proposal to their committee (F31 format = 1 title page, 1 aims page, 6 pages of
research strategy. In addition, the student will  provide an updated biosketch and career goals) .  Mentors can provide
general guidance and structure for the student during the writing process,  but the student cannot mimic or copy the
mentor’s proposals.  This is an original proposal,  by the student.

The schedule allows at least 30 days for complete review of the written proposal.  Each committee member
(excluding the mentor) submits a written NIH-style critique of the proposal to the committee chair.  Importantly,
this critique is focused on the strengths and weaknesses of the written proposal.  Only significance, investigators,  and
approach will  be scored. Rather than a numerical score, each committee member will  choose one of three options: 1)
Pass without revision, 2) Revise and submit a response to reviewer’s criticism, 3) Rewrite and resubmit both a
response and revised proposal for full  review. In addition to the NIH style critique, the committee member can
provide a marked-up version of the proposal (electronically or hard copy) to aid the student in revision.

The chair of the committee will  collect the evaluations. In the event that a unanimous decision is not reached, the
chair will  discuss the written document with committee members (in person or electronically, depending on the
preference of the committee) and reach a mutually agreeable decision (pass,  revise, or fail) .  If a response to critiques
is requested, the student will  have two weeks to submit this document. The response is limited to two pages in
length. If a re-write is required (in sum or in part) the committee will  determine the time allotted for the re-write,
pending the amount of revision required. It is expected that the time required to re-write will  be less than four
weeks, at the committee’s discretion. If the revised document is unacceptable to a majority of the panel,  this will  be
recorded as a “fail”.  At this point,  the mentor, the committee chair,  the theme director, and the student will  meet
and create a timeline for repeating the process.  The timeline will  be written and agreed upon by all  parties.  A second
failure of the process will  result in dismissal from the program.

The written and oral portions of the exam are independent of one another; however, the first evaluation of the
written portion must be completed by the committee and responses returned to the student at least 1 week prior to
the oral exam. This ensures that the student has sufficient time to adjust the oral presentation and the committee is
informed of the details of the proposal.  A committee member may choose to withhold certain criticisms of the
written work from his/her written critique, in order to address this issue in the oral defense. However, major
concerns (e.g.  “fatal flaws”) evident in the written portion must be described to the student prior to the oral defense.

WRITTEN PROPOSAL

ORAL DEFENSE


























