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What is a Ph.D. Degree at Smeal? 
The doctoral degree in business administration has one focus: To prepare students for careers as 
professors at leading business schools worldwide. We do not admit students who intend to return to 
industry, become consultants, or pursue primarily teaching careers. The Ph.D. degree is not for part-
time students, nor is it a "turbo-charged M.B.A." 

During the doctoral program, students focus intensively on learning how to do research, reading 
research articles, collaborating with professors on research projects, and embarking on their research 
careers. In the Smeal College of Business at Penn State, we believe that good researchers make good 
teachers. People who are at the leading edge of knowledge development are the ones who bring 
excitement and learning into the classroom. Thus, in developing skills as a world-class researcher, 
doctoral students also develop their ability to contribute to the education of others. 

What Makes Smeal Different? 

The internationally recognized faculty at Smeal is deeply committed to research and to Ph.D. 
education. Our research spans a broad range of topics. Students with particular areas of research 
interest should begin research collaboration with relevant faculty as early as possible in their 
programs. 

At Smeal, unlike many other business schools, the faculty is not spread miles apart or many hours 
away. Instead, the faculty is close by, available and dedicated to spending time in interactions with 
Ph.D. students. Starting in the first semester in the Ph.D. program, students are encouraged to work 
closely with faculty on current research projects. From these projects, jointly authored papers are 
submitted and published in each field's top journals. A recent graduate summed up the orientation we 
have to Ph.D. education as follows: 

"I would like to conclude with letting you know what I think was the strongest positive in 
the program at Penn State.  I am referring to the major commitment towards the Ph.D. 
program by the faculty and the department as a whole. I am currently very involved in the 
program here, and it takes up a tremendous amount of time. I have also come to realize 
that this time commitment is not shared by that many faculty nationwide. However, Penn 
State was different. I am appreciative of the support that I received … Thank you." 

For these reasons, we keep our program deliberately small -- maintaining close to a one-to-one ratio 
of students to faculty. We provide a flexible set of courses to fit with student interests. 
Once they acquire the skills and motivation to do so, Ph.D. students are also encouraged to follow 
their own research interests rather than be compelled to follow a particular faculty member's 
interests. 

We believe a Ph.D. program should provide a supportive, nurturing environment. Our goal is to make 
students successful scholars and help them get positions at top research universities. We realize that 
the best advertising for a world-class Ph.D. program is having superior graduates. Our students have 
won many national and international grants, awards, and honors. They have gone on to take academic 
positions at top institutions (see Placement and Careers below). 
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As part of that environment, we support our full-time students with a competitive financial package 
that includes tuition waivers, stipends, subsidized health insurance, and support for travel to academic 
conferences (for students who are either presenting a paper at one of the major conferences in their 
field or attending a conference in their final or “market” year for the purpose of interviewing with 
schools). Financial support is offered on a continuing basis through scholarships or assistantships for 
up to 5 years, as long as students are making satisfactory progress as specified in the Ph.D. Timeline 
(found in this guide) and toward placement at a top research university, as assessed by the 
department and the college. We want to do whatever we can to foster success in students’ academic 
careers. Reducing financial roadblocks helps us reach that objective. 

Placement and Careers 

Our goals at Smeal are to place our Ph.D. students in the top research institutions in the world, and to 
ensure they have the tools to make major contributions to their scholarly fields. We have prepared 
and placed researchers in many such institutions, in each of our major fields. For example, in the last 
five years, Smeal students have taken positions at schools such as the Indiana University, the 
University of Texas at Austin, Texas A&M – College Station, The Ohio State University, the University of 
Notre Dame, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Cornell University, Purdue University. 



http://bulletins.psu.edu/bulletins/whitebook/academic_procedures.cfm?section=procedures
http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/graduate-funding/fellowships/programs/aada/
http://www.gradschool.psu.edu/graduate-funding/fellowships/programs/aada/
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Ph.D. Program Governance 
Many people are here to guide students through their programs of study. Students must satisfy 
requirements of the Graduate School as well as requirements of The Smeal College and the 
departmental committee. The first step is to meet with The Smeal College Ph.D. programs office staff 
to review policies and procedures such as satisfactory scholarship, residence requirements, and 
continuity of registration. This meeting typically takes place during orientation before the beginning of 
the first semester in the program. Next, departmental advisors meet with students to determine if 
they have satisfied foundation requirements and to help them design programs of study that will meet 
both individually-tailored requirements and the requirements of the College and the University. 

As students make their way through their coursework, they will identify faculty mentors with whom 
they will work individually. These faculty members may later become part of a student’s doctoral 
committee and will help guide students through the benchmarks of the program. These benchmarks 
(described below) include the qualifying exam, the research paper requirement, the comprehensive 
exams, and the dissertation process. 

The Ph.D. program in the Smeal College of Business is directed by the Senior Associate Dean for 
Research and Director of Ph.D. Programs in collaboration with the Ph.D. Coordinators Council 
(representing each of the departments in the college that offer doctoral specializations), the 
department chairs, and the Ph.D. committees that guide students’ progress toward completion of the 
doctorate. 

Overall governance of the graduate program is provided by the Dean of the Graduate School, the Dean 
of the Smeal College, and the Senior Associate Dean. The Ph.D. Program Director is the officer in the 
Smeal College who is primarily responsible for all aspects of the Ph.D. program, including admissions 
and the maintenance of scholarly and professional standards. 

To help coordinate processes across the college, the Ph.D. Director may meet with the departmental 
Ph.D. coordinators during the year to discuss best practices, challenges, identify opportunities for 
shared activities, and plan program innovations. 

Departmental Annual Report 

Each department in the college prepares an Annual Report to be submitted to the Ph.D. Director by 
June of each year detailing the state of the Ph.D. program during the year including: program 
innovations, student and advisor accomplishments, and in particular the following metrics: number of 
students in the program, progress of each student toward graduation, placements, publications and 
presentations by doctoral students, and other relevant information. 

Student Activity Report 

In preparation for this annual report, the departments will require each student to provide a Student 
Activity Report (SAR) or they may also use the Student Activity Worksheet (SAW). The SAW is 
distributed to PhD students via email each spring and also used for annual reporting. 

The purposes of the Student Activity Report are to prompt students to take stock of progress; to 
facilitate planning of activities during the coming years; to help the departments and the college make 
informed decisions during the annual student progress evaluation process; and to generate data for 
departmental reporting. 
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Each student must prepare this report every year by the deadline set by your department (no later 
than the end of the spring semester). The report specifies the student’s activities in the past year: 
including courses taken; teaching accomplishments including student ratings; research presentations 
(at departmental seminars and professional conferences); milestones completed; conferences 
attended; and other topics such as awards, papers, and choice of research advisor/topic. 

The SAR must also include a narrative on future plans: courses, choice of research advisor/topic, 
schedule for future milestones, planned conference presentations and attendance, and so on. The SAR 
must be used in each student’s annual evaluation by the department. 
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Scholarship Requirements of the Ph.D. Program 
Competency Requirements 

Embarking on doctoral study in business administration presumes that students have developed the 
following competencies: 

o Computing: working knowledge of a general-purpose programming language, and hands-on
experience in writing, debugging, and running computer programs;

o Mathematics: knowledge of linear algebra and introductory calculus;

o Statistics: knowledge and skill at least in the introductory level in topics such as descriptive
statistics, probability, hypothesis testing, analysis of variance, correlation, regression, and
chi-square.

Some departments have additional requirements. If students require additional work in any of these 
competency areas, they must consult the departmental advisors concerning the appropriate remedies. 
These remedies include (but are not limited to) taking college-level courses prior to starting the 
doctoral program or signing up for the optional, but highly recommended mathematics preparatory 
camp offered prior to the start of the fall semester. The preparatory camp covers basic mathematical 
and statistical concepts. The content includes: real analysis, calculus, linear and matrix algebra, 
optimization, probability theory, statistical distributions, linear models, classical inference, stochastic 
processes, Bayesian inference and game theory. Depending on a student’s background, this course 
may or may not be required. Ph.D. advisors should carefully assess and advise incoming students 
concerning whether to take this preparatory camp. 

It is the departmental Ph.D. advisor’s responsibility to examine academic transcripts to determine if 
and how competency expectations are met. Form A: Competency Requirements must be completed 
and filed with the Ph.D. / M.S. Office in the Smeal College during students’ first semester in the 
program. 

English Standards Requirement 

In 1981, the Penn State Faculty Senate passed legislation mandating that all international graduate 
students who have been offered teaching assistantships take and pass an oral language proficiency 
test. The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania passed similar legislation under Act 76, the English Fluency 
in Higher Education Act. 

All non-native English speakers, including U.S. citizens, who plan on becoming an international 
teaching assistant (ITA) at Penn State must take Penn State’s American English Oral Communicative 
Proficiency Test (AEOCPT). This test is administered at the beginning of each semester (January, June, 
and August) by the Department of Applied Linguistics. The score you receive on this test will 
determine when you may assume teaching duties as a teaching assistant. Scores range from 0-300. A 
score of 250 or higher allows an international student to assume teaching responsibilities with no 
restrictions. Scores under 250 require additional coursework, therefore it is highly recommended that 
this test be taken early in your program to allow time for the additional coursework, if needed.  If 
taken, this score is recorded on line 1 of Form B (English Standards Requirements).  If coursework is 
needed, this is recorded on lines 2 and 3 of Form B, with the writing task (typically the second year 
paper) recorded on line 4. 



http://bulletins.psu.edu/bulletins/whitebook/degree_requirements.cfm?section=degreeReq1
http://citi.psu.edu/
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Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act: This act requires that graduate students be informed that 
their theses and papers are made available to the public. The Graduate School Thesis Guide goes into 
further detail on this Act. 

Timeline for Ph.D. Completion 
The following pages are an aid in identifying major steps in completing your Ph.D. degree at Smeal. 

It is your responsibility to be aware of these steps, and to progress in a timely fashion. 

The following timeline shows the latest allowable completion times; you might complete the steps 
earlier in your program than the timeline indicates. 

The next page gives you a summary of the steps and forms that are needed in order to complete the 
requirements. 

If you have questions about any steps, talk to your advisor or department coordinator. 





 __________  MINOR If the student is considering a minor, it should be added at this time (prior to the 
Comprehensive Exam) and the minor field must be represented on the student’s Doctoral Committee. 

*__________ COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION (oral or oral and written) – Form H/K *** Three Weeks’ 

Written Notice ***  Due at close of coursework phase of program and no more than eight years 
from completing Qualifying exam.  Form A and Form B must be satisfied before scheduling. Student 
must be in registered status and the student’s academic record must be in good standing. 

*__________ DISSERTATION PROPOSAL COMPLETION REPORT - Form J- Different presentation than oral  
comp., no later than one semester after successful completion of oral component of oral comp. exam. 

___________ CONTINUOUS REGISTRATION MAINTAINED FROM PASSING OF ORAL COMPS UNTIL 
DEFENSE OF DISSERTATION. 

___________ RESIDENCY REQUIREMENT.  Registration required full-time for two (15 week) semesters in a 

one-year period, any time after admission as a Ph.D. student. 

__________   BA 591 Applied Communications Course 

__________  Student prepares annual report (SAR).  Submit report to Ph.D. Coordinator and Ph.D. Office.

YEAR  4
__________  Student prepares annual report (SAR).  Submit report to Ph.D. Coordinator and Ph.D. Office.

Final Year 
__________ Activate INTENT TO GRADUATE on LionPATH. (Check with the Ph.D Office for the due date 

for the semester in which you plan to graduate). 

*_________ Schedule DEFENSE OF DISSERTATION.- Form H/K- *** Three Weeks’ Written Notice *** 
MUST be registered for at least 1 credit, regardless of semester. 

__________ Submit your thesis for format review by the announced deadline in the semester in which you plan to 
graduate, followed by your final thesis. 

__________  Student prepares annual report (SAR).  Turns report in to PhD Coordinator and Ph.D. Office. 

*Completed and signed forms must be turned in to the Ph.D. Office.  Exam forms are sent to the Ph.D. office
once approved by the Graduate School and distributed to the committee.  Once issued, copies are available in the
Ph.D. office, if needed.  The expectation is for forms to be returned to the Ph.D. office no later than 30 days after
the event or evaluation has been completed.  Note that the Ph.D. Director is the only recognized signatory on
Graduate School forms (Form C, D, H/K).
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YEAR 3 

__________ Presentation of second-year summer paper during the 5th semester.
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FORM A: COMPETENCY REQUIREMENTS 
Ph.D. Program in Business Administration 

Student’s Name: 

Department:    

Advisor’s Name:  

Competency Expectations 
PSU Course Number 
or Substitute 

Advisor Initials 
When Completed** 

Mathematics (linear algebra and 
introductory calculus) 

Statistics (knowledge and skill at 
least in introductory level in 
topics such as descriptive stat, 
probability, hypothesis testing, 
analysis of variance, correlation, 
regression, and chi-square. 

Computing (working knowledge 
of a general purpose programming 
language, and hands-on 
experience in writing, debugging, 
and running computer programs) 

Field Specific Requirements 
As specified by departments 

*This form shall be filed with the Ph.D./M.S. Programs Office during the first semester the student is
in the program and updated when requirements are met.

** Departmental advisor must initial each non-PSU graduate course substitution. 

Reviewed and has not completed competency requirements  

Department Advisor's Signature       Date  

Reviewed and has completed competency requirements    

Department Advisor's Signature Date  

                Return completed form to Ph.D/M.S. Office



http://bulletins.psu.edu/graduate/degreerequirements/
http://bulletins.psu.edu/graduate/programs/B/GRAD%20B%20A
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Form D- Committee Appointment Signature Form 
Available in the PhD Office 



http://bulletins.psu.edu/graduate/programs/B/GRAD%20B%20A
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FORM J: DISSERTATION PROPOSAL COMPLETION 
REPORT 

Ph.D. Program in Business Administration 

of the 
Student Name Departmental Field 

presented the open dissertation proposal entitled 

on . 
Date/Time/Place of Presentation 

Signature of Committee Chair Date 

Announcement of the open dissertation proposal presentation 
is at the discretion of the department. 

Return completed form to Ph.D/M.S. Office
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Form H/K- Examination Request Form 
Available in the PhD office 
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