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CHAIRMAN’S CORNER 

Time for Term Limits 
 
We learned this month that our long-standing NIH Training Grant, which currently supports five 
students in the Program in Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, will not be renewed.  One criti-
cism cited by the review panel was the excessive time-to-degree for too many of our students. 
 
It’s time to seriously reconsider a fixed-term PhD program.  Several years ago I proposed a 
structured, fixed-term program that would require students to defend their thesis and graduate 
by June 30th of the 4th year.  Two key elements of this program are the following: 
 

• Thesis Advisory Committee:  A student advisory committee 
 must be assembled following completion of the Written 
 (Qualifier) Examination and no later than September 1st at 
 the start of Year 2. 

• Bi-annual Advisory Committee Meetings:  Students must 
 meet with their Thesis Advisory Committee every six months 
 to discuss past progress and short- (prior to the next meet-
 ing) and long-term goals.  This requirement would be strictly 
 enforced with no student being allowed to register for the 
 next semester without a committee meeting during the preceding six months. 
 
As Student Advisor for the past eight years, I have met bi-annually with every student in our 
Program, mainly to provide advice and oversight regarding progression through the degree re-
quirements.  The consistent complaint that I have received from these students is the feeling 
that the end is never in sight.  Many have complained about a lack of oversight and the feeling 
that they are languishing in graduate school.  When queried about the possibility of a fixed-
term program, the response has been resoundingly favorable.  Most students conceded that 
they would work much harder knowing that they must be done in four years. 
 
It’s time to give serious consideration to a fixed-term PhD program.  Such a program would, of 
course, include some drawbacks and there would have be a degree of flexibility built into the 
deadlines.  Nonetheless, the advantages of a 4-year (or even 5-year) fixed-term program are 
certain to outweigh the drawbacks.  At the very least, recovery of our NIH Training Grant might 
be dependent upon this change. 

 
Written by Dr. Mike Hampsey 
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Seminars/Meetings 
 
Danny Reinberg was invited to speak at the University of California, San Francisco’s Seminar Series 
on Tuesday March 14, 2006. The title of his talk is “Chromatin and Its Impact on Gene Expression 
and Cellular Memory”  
 
Smita Patel gave a talk on February 24, 2006 at the Chemistry department of Rutgers University, 
Newark on “Mechanisms of helicases and polymerases.” 
 
Guy Montelione gave a plenary lecture at the "International Keystone Meeting in Structural and 
Functional Genomics" in Keystone CO, on Feb 1, 2006. 
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