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Dear Graduate Students:

Welcome to the graduate program of the Chemistry Department at Virginia Commonwealth University. | am confident
you will discover that the education you will obtain at VCU will prepare you for your professional career. | am also
positive you will find the Department an enjoyable place to work and study.

This handbook is intended to serve as a general resource for policies, requirements, and procedures of the graduate
programs offered by the Department. Graduate Students should also refer to the Graduate School Bulletin, which
documents the official rules and regulations for graduate education at the university (http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-
regs/grad/). The handbook also contains information regarding the structure of the Department, its personnel, and their
job responsibilities.

| hope you find this information useful as you prepare to enter the program or while you are a student in the
Department. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me.

Once again, welcome to the Department of Chemistry and VCU.

Sincerely yours,

Julio C. Alvarez
Graduate Program Director
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Graduate Program

This handbook is a guideline of Department’s policies, procedures and graduate rules under the umbrella of the College of
Humanities and Sciences and the Graduate School at VCU. If you have any questions, please check with the Graduate Director.

1. General Information

The Chemistry Department has compiled this handbook to aid applicants and graduate students in understanding the policy
for M.S. and Ph.D. degrees. This document is located at https://chemistry.vcu.edu/graduates/graduate-handbook/
Students are responsible for reviewing academic regulations described in the Graduate Bulletin at
http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-regs/grad/. Questions should be addressed to the Chair and/or Graduate Director,
Department of Chemistry, P.O. Box 842006, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, Virginia 23284-2006, (804) 828-
1298.

A. Degrees, Programs and Concentrations

Virginia Commonwealth University offers programs leading to the Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) and Master of Science (MS)
degrees in Chemistry (CHEM), as well as PhD in Chemical Biology (CHEB) and Nanoscience (NANO). In cooperation with the
Physics Department, VCU also offers a Ph.D. degree in Chemical Physics (CHEM PHYS). The degree of MS is offered in thesis
and non-thesis tracks, while the part time option for PhD in Chemistry is also available if the applicant receives endorsement
from a research advisor within the department. Students interested in these options are encouraged to contact potential
research advisors prior to enroliment and secure funding as VCU does not offer financial aid for MS or part-time PhD students.
Requirements and general policy Information for each graduate degree offered including concentrations can be found at:
http://bulletin.vcu.edu/graduate/college-humanities-sciences/chemistry/

B. Financial Assistance

Students on the PhD track are eligible for financial assistance from VCU through graduate teaching or research assistantships
(GTA or GRA), however funding from self or fellowships outside VCU is also acceptable. To qualify for financial support,
students may not hold employment outside VCU and must maintain a graduate GPA > 3 (B, without rounding up) making
timely progress while registering 9-15 graduate credits per semester. GRAs are allowed to register 1 credit of dissertation
credits per semester but only upon becoming PhD candidates in the 4th semester and with approval from research advisor.
Financial aid ceases when a PhD Student transfers to MS. (Graduate Bulletin http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-regs/grad/)
Students supported on GTA are required to teach in recitation and laboratory sections as directed by the Associate Chair.
These teaching assignments are carried out under the supervision of faculty in charge of the corresponding courses. GRAs
perform research for advisor faculty members who are Principal Investigators (PIs) pursuing funded research programs.
Typically, GTAs become GRAs after attaining PhD candidacy (in the 4t semester) at discretion of the Pl and the availability of
research grants. The Department also offers a number of fellowships, which are awarded on a yearly basis and are listed in
the departmental webpage including application requirements at: (https://chemistry.vcu.edu/undergraduates/departmental-

scholarships/).

Financial assistance is awarded on a 9-month or 4.5-month basis, with assistantship contracts (GTA or GRA) starting on
August 10t or January 10t respectively. Official Academic calendars including important landmarks for every academic
semester can be found at: https://academiccalendars.vcu.edu/

Summer support may be available through GRA (from advisor’s grant) or GTA when teaching during summer. This latter entails
a reduced teaching load with a correspondingly lower stipend than a regular semester GTA.

The rules for awarding financial support in the form of TA, providing good standing and progress in the program, are as
follows:

e Astudent who enters the PhD program with a bachelor's degree may anticipate support up to FIVE CALENDAR YEARS.

e Astudent who enters the PhD program with a master's degree may anticipate support up to FOUR CALENDAR YEARS.

C. Health Insurance for PhD Students

Created in response to student demand, the student health insurance program offers a comprehensive health insurance
package for VCU students through United Health Care. All full-time PhD Students (registered for 9-15 graduate credits) must
enroll in the program unless proof of other insurance is provided. The coverage period typically runs from August 15 to August
14 of the following year. The university subsidizes 70% of premium cost while the student is responsible for the other 30 %.
Once enrolled in, students are covered through the entire coverage period regardless of graduation halfway. There is no
reimbursement if a student decides to cancel enroliment during mid-coverage period. Information about the program, plan
benefits, enrollment/opting out, and frequently asked question can be found in the student health insurance program
webpage:

https://provost.vcu.edu/insurance/
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D. Tuition, University Fees, and Types of GTA-GRA Contracts

The financial aid package for PhD students includes a tuition waiver that covers tuition costs throughout the program duration
but not more than 10 semesters and counting on timely progress with GPA > 3 (B) (without rounding up). When students are
supported as GTAs, the tuition waiver is paid by the College of Humanities and Sciences and students must register 9-15
graduate credits per semester during pre-candidacy (first 4 semesters). After passing the Oral Candidacy Exam in the 4th
semester and having applied for candidacy with the dean’s office, GTAs are required to register 9 credits HUMS 701 (full-time)
and enroll in the health insurance program (see above). When students are supported as GRAs during post-candidacy (after
the 4t semester), the tuition waiver is paid by Advisor’s grant and students have two options for registration: one is 9-credits
of HUMS 701 requiring enrollment in the health insurance program, and the other is 1 credit of CHEM 697 without access to
health insurance but reduced fees (see below). During post-candidacy, GTAs must always register HUMS 701 because
enrollment in any other course will generate a bill sent to the student. Likewise, GRAs in post-candidacy must register HUMS
701 or 1 credit of CHEM 697 (nothing else), to prevent charges billed to the student.

University fees are charged to students on a semester basis, but their price reduces ~90% when switching registration of 9-15
credits (full-time) to 1 credit. Therefore, PhD candidates (after thedth semester) who are also GRAs (not GTAs) and wish to
minimize costs in university fees are allowed to register 1 credit of CHEM 697. However, these GRAs are responsible for their
own health insurance, and this option must be approved by student’s advisor and communicated promptly to the financial
manager in the department. To prevent payroll delays students and advisors are encouraged to plan ahead and inform the
financial manager of the GRA contract they desire. The department offers three types of contracts for PhD students on tuition
waiver: full-time (9-15 credits) for GTAs in pre-candidacy, full-time (9 credits HUMS 701) for GTAs and GRAs in post-candidacy,
and non-full-time (1 credit CHEM 697) GRAs in post-candidacy. These contracts are different because the tuition costs and
fees for each one, may be also different.

International students in GRA who choose 1 credit during post-candidacy, are required to request a “full-time equivalent”
(FTE) form at https://global.vcu.edu/students/immigration/flstudentcourses/ from the VCU Global Education Office. Both
student and advisor must fill out and sign the form adding a letter of advisor support to the request (instructions on what to
write in the letter are described in the form). The form must be emailed to the Global Education Office allowing a week for
processing. Once the request is approved, the student can register CHEM 697. Students on visa who are on GRA contract
must do this procedure every semester they choose to register 1 credit of CHEM 697. Domestic GRAs choosing 1 credit of
CHEM 697 in post-candidacy are not required to do the FTE-step but they are responsible for their own health insurance.

E. Proficiency Examinations for CHEM and CHEM PHYS Students

Students entering the CHEM graduate program shall take proficiency examinations to gauge undergraduate knowledge in the
four traditional areas of chemistry: analytical, inorganic, organic and physical. These standardized tests by the American
Chemical Society take place during orientation week and the results are provided to students before registration but have no
bearing on students’ transcripts.

Students entering the PhD CHEM PHYS program must pass proficiency examinations in two areas of chemistry and two areas
of physics (mechanics; electricity and magnetism). Students entering with a bachelor's or master's degree in chemistry who
have not taken the physics courses previously can satisfy the physics requirement with "A"s or "B"s in PHYS 301, 302
(classical mechanics), and 376 (electromagnetism). Students entering with a bachelor's or master's degree in physics who
have not taken chemistry courses previously may satisfy the chemistry requirement with "A"s or "B"s in two of four courses,
CHEM 301-302 (organic chemistry; the two-semester sequence counts as one course only), CHEM 320 (inorganic chemistry),
CHEM 409 (instrumental analysis) or CHEM 510 (atomic and molecular structure).

Students entering the PhD programs in CHEB and NANO are not required to take proficiency exams.

F. Limits on Course Load and Continuous Enroliment

To be eligible for assistantship students must be full time and register at least 9 graduate credits per semester (but not more
than 15) during pre-candidacy. Once students apply to PhD candidacy and is approved by the dean’s office in the 4t semester,
students must register one of two dissertation courses: HUMS 701 (9 credits, requires enroliment in the VCU health insurance)
or 1 credit of CHEM 697 (no access to VCU health insurance program). Registration of HUMS 701 is mandatory for GTAs and
PhD candidates supported on Altria fellowships. During post-candidacy, students supported on GRA (advisor’s grant) or self,
also have the option of registering 1 credit of CHEM 697 instead of HUMS 701 to further reduce costs in university fees (see
above). VCU allows a maximum of 8 years to complete a PhD degree and 5 years for a MS degree. Even after the 10t semester
when no GTA support is available, a student who continues in the program must register at least 1 credit per semester (CHEM
697) to maintain continuous enrollment unless a leave of absence is requested.

http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-regs/grad/registration-policies/
http://bulletin.vcu.edu/graduate/study/financing-graduate-school/satisfactory-academic-progress-financial-aid-purposes/
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G. Satisfactory Graduate GPA and Course Grades Allowed

Students on assistantship support whose graduate GPA falls below B (3.0) are given one semester to bring it back to B. If
recovery does not occur within this time, the assistantship will be rescinded, and the student will be dismissed from the
program. Regardless of the financial source, VCU will not approve graduation in a graduate degree with a GPA below 3
(without rounding up) or a graduate course graded D or F. Likewise, students who receive 2 unsatisfactory grades “U” in a
dissertation course (CHEM 697 or HUMS 701) will be automatically dismissed.

http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-regs/grad/satisfactory-academic-progress/
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H. Satisfactory Working Hours

Once selecting research advisor by October 31st (entering in Fall) or March 31st (entering Spring), PhD students are expected
to start going to their research labs to get acquainted with their project techniques, associated literature, and initiate training
with senior members. Upon completing core and elective courses (15t year), and despite being GTA, PhD students are
expected to increase the hours devoted to research. All in all, students are expected to treat their teaching/research
responsibilities as a full-time job requiring at least 40 h/week, excluding lunch. Individual advisors may have their own
expectations, therefore students are urged to communicate with their advisors at all times during graduate studies.

L. Causes for Dismissal from the Graduate Program

e A GPA below 3 (B) without recovery after one semester. Getting a D-F grade in a graduate course.

e An Ffrom an incomplete “I” grade not addressed by student for not contacting course professor after one semester
e Two U-grades (unsatisfactory) in CHEM 697 or HUMS 701.

e Not passing the cumulative exams (2 out of 3) by the 2nd semester for PhD CHEM.

e Not passing the Oral Candidacy Exam by the end of the 4t semester for PhD CHEM.

e Unethical conduct in research or teaching (GTA-absence, negligent/uncompliant behavior).

J. Seminar Program

This is a forum in which graduate students are exposed to visiting and local speakers from different disciplines in chemical
sciences, including departmental faculty and students. The program is managed by the Graduate Administrative Assistant and
the professor in charge of the seminar courses CHEM 690/692. The schedule is posted on CANVAS and is maintained by the
Graduate Administrative Assistant. The program also includes special seminar series that are scheduled annually in honor of
past departmental professors, like the Mary Kapp Lecture (Spring) and John Fenn Lecture (Fall). Seminars are scheduled twice
a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 4:00 to 5:00 pm in Oliver Hall 1024 or via Zoom. Tuesdays are reserved for student
research seminars while invited speakers are scheduled on Thursdays. Students are encouraged to interact with invited
speakers when asked to volunteer in networking meetings with them and are expected to attend at a minimum all outside
speaker seminars, or as instructed by faculty seminar coordinator. To see the schedule enroll in CANVAS using the link:
https://virginiacommonwealth.instructure.com/enroll/83TRAB, Login in CANVAS and click on the Chem. Grad. Program course.

K. Program Withdrawal and Leave of Absence Requests

Students withdrawing from any graduate program (CHEM, CHEB or NANO) should notify with an email statement to the
corresponding Graduate Director so that the College and the Graduate School can be informed promptly. Those students are
also expected to follow the checkout procedure with the Graduate Administrative Assistant and the Building Manager.

Requests of leave of absence (LOA) from a program must be made by pdf letter to the program director indicating withdrawal
and resumption dates along with a brief justification of the request. If the LOA is medical, description of private health details
is discouraged, but a general doctor’s note is still required. The graduate director then submits a Special Action Form (SAF) to
the dean’s office on student’s behalf. All justified requests are typically approved by the dean’s office, but the department will
only submit petitions made no later than the last day for add/drop and late registration of the LOA semester. This corresponds
to the first week of classes and can be found in the online VCU academic calendar. LOAs are granted only by semester, so
requests for more than one semester are required to be submitted every semester. Likewise, students must announce the
return to classes after a LOA with a pdf letter emailed to the graduate director and before the semester classes start.

2. Graduate Committees and Personnel

A. Graduate Recruiting and Admissions Committee (GRAC)

This committee is made up of 4 to 6 rotating professors from different areas in the Department and is led by an appointed
committee chair. The committee primary responsibilities include, recruiting, screening and selecting new graduate students
every cycle. This committee also coordinates recruitment brochures and presentations.



http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-regs/grad/satisfactory-academic-progress/
http://bulletin.vcu.edu/academic-regs/grad/theses-dissertations/
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B. Graduate Evaluation and Advising Committee (GEAC)

This body is made up of 5 professors, one from each of the four chemistry areas, in addition to the Graduate Director who
acts as committee chair. At discretion of the Department Chair, membership to this committee rotates yearly among
departmental Pls. The primary role of GEAC is handling academic issues regarding student performance, transfers, dismissals
and appeals. It also oversees compliance with graduate rules, program assessment.

C. Graduate Program Director (GPD)

The GPD is appointed on a rotational basis by the Department Chair. General responsibilities comprise overseeing compliance
in academic policy and facilitating the operation of the Graduate Program in coordination with other parties in the department
(GEAC, GRAC, etc.) and university (College and Graduate School). Every year, the Graduate Director coordinates orientation
week for new graduate students, the execution and grading of proficiency exams and the schedule of cumulative exams. The
GDP also coordinates the annual program assessment in collaboration with GEAC and the Graduate Administrative Assistant.

D. Graduate Administrative Assistant

The Graduate Administrative Assistant provides an essential support to the function of the graduate program. Responsibilities
include oral defense planning, procedural requests to the college and graduate school, seminar scheduling, orientation week
preparation, poster session logistics, building access, check in and check out procedures for graduate students, scheduling of
visiting speakers and graduate students.

E. Financial Manager

The Financial Manager handles and oversees financial matters pertaining grants, graduate student payroll for GTA and GRA
appointments as well as travel reimbursements.

F. Building Manager

The Building Manager coordinates training and compliance to safety for all departmental personnel as well as students in
teaching and research labs. Building security and Stockroom operation are also under the purview of the Building Manager.
Students graduating or withdrawing from the program must sign off during checkout with the Building Manager.

G. TA Coordinator

Every semester, the distribution of TA assignments among graduate students is handled by the Associate Chair, who also
coordinates the dissemination of teaching practices and standards in accord with VCU’s mission. Students are encouraged to
comply with these guidelines to prevent withdrawal of GTA-support.

3. Requirements for PhD in CHEM

A. Student Learning Outcomes and Overview of Requirements

The attainment of any graduate degree conferred by the Department, relies on the completion of various requirements that
are integrated in several learning outcomes:

Demonstrate expertise in chemistry.

Demonstrate effective oral and writing communication skills.

Demonstrate ability to analyze data critically in chemistry.

Demonstrate ability to conduct independent research correctly while abiding to safety and ethical standards.

In addition to these cognitive skills in preparation for diverse careers in chemistry, publication of 3 articles (one per thesis
chapter) in peer-review outlets is an adequate expectation for the PhD degree. Research articles and presentations at
conferences and other forums, significantly enhance job prospects.

Table 1 illustrates the major PhD requirements during pre- and post-candidacy for a student entering in Fall and Spring with a
timeline of 10 semesters. Students however can finish in less than 5 years, if requirements are fulfilled early. Ideally, going
from GTA to GRA is expected during post-candidacy if research funding is available. In any case, no GTA support is provided
beyond the 10t semester, therefore students are encouraged to follow the registration timeline outlined in Table 1. This
includes completing the pre-candidacy requirements of courses, cumulative exams, literature seminar and oral candidacy
exam, in a timely manner. The tuition waiver for GTAs or GRAs during post-candidacy only allows registration of dissertation
credits from HUMS 701 or CHEM 697 (or else extra charges will be billed to the student). Therefore, any non-dissertation
course must be taken during pre-candidacy when the permitted load is between 9 to 15 credits per semester. To be eligible
for GTA, PhD students must maintain full-time status by registering at least 9 credits of graduate courses, adding CHEM 697
as needed to maintain full-time status. An exception to this rule is given to GRAs in post-candidacy, who can choose between
registering 9 credits of HUMS 701 or 1 credit of CHEM 697 (special GRA contract, see above).




Table 1. Example of 10-semester timeline for PhD in Chemistry

PRE-CANDIDACY 9 to15 CREDITS/SEMESTER ENTERING IN FALL

Advisor selection by Oct 312

CUMULATIVE EXAMS
Committee selection by Feb 1P

Semester 1 Semester 2 Semester 3 Semester 4
Core: CHEM 504, 510, 520 (9) Elective courses (9) CHEM 692 (1) CHEM 690 (1)
CHEM 690 (1) CHEM 690 (1) CHEM 697 (11) CHEM 697 (9)
CHEM 693 (1) CHEM 697 (4) CHEM 699 (3)
CHEM 697 (4) CHEM 698 (1) LITERATURE SEMINAR CANDIDACY EXAMe

Candidacy Application

15 credits 15 credits 15 credits 10 credits
PRE-CANDIDACY 9 to15 CREDITS/SEMESTER ENTERING IN SPRING
Semester 1 Semester 2 Semester 3 Semester 4
Elective courses (9) Core: CHEM 504, 510, 520 (9) CHEM 692 (1) CHEM 690 (1)
CHEM 690 (1) CHEM 690 (1) CHEM 697 (14) CHEM 697 (6)
CHEM 697 (4) CHEM 693 (1) CHEM 699 (3)
CHEM 698 (1) CHEM 697 (4) LITERATURE SEMINAR CANDIDACY EXAMe

CUMULATIVE EXAMS
Committee selection by Sept 1°

Candidacy Application
Advisor selection by March 31a

15 credits 15 credits 15 credits 10 credits
POST-CANDIDACY 9 CREDITS/SEMESTER
Semester 5 Semester 6 Semester 7 Semester 8 Semester 9 Semester 10
HUMS 7014
HUMS 7014 HUMS 7014 HUMS 7014 HUMS 7014 HUMS 7014 THESIS DEFENSE
RESEARCH SEMINAR
9 credits 9 credits 9 credits 9 credits 9 credits 9 credits

a0btain Chair’s approval and notify Graduate Director and Administrative Assistant. <Dismissal or transfer to MS will ensue if not completed by the end
of the 4th semester. 4t requires approved candidacy status and can be replaced by 1 credit CHEM 697 but only for GRAs.

B. Course Requirements

Students must take a minimum of 18 credits of graduate didactic courses, including 9 credits in three core areas and 9
credits of approved electives (Tables 2 and 3). Ideally, this course load should be completed during the first year or at least by
the end of the third semester. Students are urged to confirm their progress using DegreeWorks, which is VCU online system
that automatically tracks coursework. Courses like CHEM 693 (Chemistry Perspectives and Ethics) and CHEM 698
(Investigation in Chemical Literature) must be taken during the first year and before presenting the Literature Seminar (CHEM
692).

Table 2. Summary of Requirements for PhD in CHEM (60 total credits minimum)

Course Credits Semester Offered (when to complete it)
CHEM 504 Advanced Organic Area 3

CHEM 510 Atomic and Molecular Structure core 3 Fall (1% year)

CHEM 520 Advanced Inorganic courses 3

CHEM 693 Chemistry Perspectives and Ethics 1

Electives from Table 3 9 Some in Fall, some in Spring (1styear)
CHEM 690 Research Seminar 1 (3 times) Fall and Spring (only in pre-candidacy)
CHEM 698 Investigation in Current Chemistry Literature 1 Fall and Spring (prior to literature seminar)
CHEM 692 Literature Seminar Presentation to committee 2 1 (1 time) Fall and Spring (only in pre-candidacy)
CHEM 699 Scientific Writing in Chemistry 3 Fall (1st or 2 year prior to candidacy exam)
Dissertation CHEM 697 Directed Research 32 Fall and Spring (pre- and post-candidacy)
Courses HUMS 701 Post-candidacy Doct. Res. Fall and Spring (only in post-candidacy)

Other Requirements

Cumulative Exams (2 to 3)

Oral Candidacy Exam

Application to Candidacy

Research