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• If you feel that the course work or teaching assistantship workload is too heavy, 
then you should first talk/complain to the lecturer in charge, then you should go to the 
graduate coordinator or department chair. It is reasonable to expect an average (over the 
entire term) of 10 hours of homework per course per week. The TA workload should also 
be approximately 10 hours per week. That said you should not be surprised if the 
workload varies from week to week.  

Social life  
Throughout the academic year, weekly colloquia are either preceded or followed by a 
social time at which refreshments are served. These events are particularly valuable 
because most colloquia are given by visiting scientists from other institutions, and they 
provide students with the opportunity to meet and interact with such visitors. Frequently, 
when a colloquium is given by a visitor, a few graduate students are invited to join the 
speaker and one or two faculty members for dinner that evening. These opportunities are 
an invaluable part of our students’ broader education. In addition, the department, the 
Faculty of Science, FGSR, and the University, all traditionally have several social events 
throughout the year (that are well catered with refreshments!).      
 
Registration and enrollment  
Saint Mary's University makes use of the Banner Self-
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obligations until the next payment. The bi-weekly Teaching Assistantship remuneration 
is at most a few hundred dollars.    

Teaching Assistantship (TA)   
Students without external financial support (e.g. an NSERC post-graduate award) must 
normally take up a Teaching Assistantship (TA) to guarantee an annual stipend that is 
sufficient to meet minimal costs of living. TA assignments for Graduate Students 
typically involve grading for one senior level undergraduate course and demonstrating 
and grading for one undergraduate laboratory course each semester. The total work load 
should on average not exceed eight hours per week.    

Library Services 
Graduate Students can look to the library for a variety of services: 

• Research by Appointment – book a one on one session with a Librarian 
where they can help with in depth research & information gathering as well as 
citation help 
Email research@smu.ca or call 902-420-5544  

• Inter-Library Loan/Document Delivery – the library can help you locate 
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Councelling Services 
The Councelling Centre (Student Centre 4th flour; 420-5615) is available to all SMU 
students.   The centre offers all kinds of support for students in crisis, but also for 
students that may be having trouble focusing or are feeling overwhelmed.  This is 
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of, or lead a discussion of, a research paper chosen in advance by them in consultation 
with the course Instructor. Students can typically expect to make at least two 
presentations per semester. The room used for presentations is equipped with a data 
projector, and students should plan to use data projection for the audio-visual component 
of their presentation. First year M.Sc. students should work closely with the course 
coordinator to select suitable papers for presentation.   
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Possible outcomes  

"#$$ – The student has passed and need take no further action. This outcome would only 
occur in the event of an exceptional thesis.   
"#$$!%&'(!)&*+,!)+-&.&/#'&+*s – The student is deemed to have passed, but is asked to 
make modifications that pertain to clarity and presentation. The committee may ask to see 
the modified thesis, or may elect to be satisfied with the supervisor’s judgment as to 
when the modifications have been satisfactorily made.  
0#1+,!)+-&.&/#'&+*$!,234&,2- – Major modifications must be made to the thesis before it 
can be adequately judged. This outcome would arise if significant scientific research 
must be performed, or re-performed, to salvage the thesis. For this outcome, a second 
exam is normally required.   
5#&6 – The thesis is deemed to be unacceptable and unsalvageable. The student would 
normally be asked to leave the program without having completed the degree 
requirements.    
Be sure to work closely with your supervisor to ensure that the latter two outcomes do not 
occur!  
 
Ph.D. track students  

There are several special considerations for M.Sc. students who intend to pursue a Ph.D.  
in Astronomy at Saint Mary’s.  

M.Sc. to Ph.D. transition  

There are two ways in which a student in our M.Sc. program who wishes to pursue a 
Ph.D. in Astronomy at Saint Mary’s may make the transition between the two programs. 
There are important differences in the implications and consequences between these two 
ways, and such students are encouraged to make their decision about which way they 
should proceed in consultation with their supervisor and the Graduate Coordinator.   
Students who wish to graduate from Saint Mary’s with an M.Sc. degree and continue into 
the Ph.D. program must apply to FGSR for acceptance into the Ph.D. program following 
the same procedure as an applicant from another University, including obtaining letters of 
reference and paying the full application fee. The student’s application is then considered 
in competition with those for the Ph.D. program received from external applicants.  
Students who are deemed to have made satisfactory progress in their M.Sc. have the 
option of requesting transfer to the Ph.D. program, with the transfer occurring at the end 
of their first year. Students who are granted such a transfer become re-classified as Ph.D. 
students without need to make formal application to FGSR. However, students who so 
transfer are considered by FGSR to have not completed the M.Sc. program, and will not 
receive an M.Sc. degree from Saint Mary’s. Students who wish to be considered for such 
a transfer should indicate their intent in writing to the Graduate Coordinator during their 
first year in the M.Sc. program.  
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Courses  

Students who enter the M.Sc. program who believe that they will pursue a Ph.D. at Saint 
Mary’s are encouraged to take as many of the eight lecture courses required for the Ph.D. 
program as they feasibly can during their M.Sc., even though only six lecture courses are 
required for the thesis option. Credit for any Saint Mary’s graduate Astronomy course 
can be transferred from the M.Sc. to the Ph.D. program and applied toward meeting the 
Ph.D. requirement, so the more courses taken at the M.Sc. stage, the fewer 
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student defends the scientific merit of the proposal and their ability to accomplish the 
proposed research. In addition, they should be able to explain how their proposed thesis 
research fits in with current astronomical research and how it compares to related 
research. In other words, the student must demonstrate a thorough working knowledge of 
their proposed field of research and of related fields.  
A document describing Ph.D. Qualifying Exam Guidelines for students and professors 
can be obtained through the graduate coordinator or online via the Department’s graduate 
student page (https://smu.ca/webfiles/PhDQualifierGuidelines_2014_rev06.pdf).   

Purpose  

The purpose of the qualifying exam is to determine if the student is qualified to 
commence the dissertation phase of their Ph.D. program.   

Qualifications to be met  

• The student must present and successfully defend a credible proposal for original 
research.   

• The student must demonstrate a competent (graduate) level of knowledge and 
understanding of astronomy in the area of research by successfully answering 
questions in the field of research.  

• The student must demonstrate a basic (undergraduate) level of knowledge and 
understanding in related fields of astronomy by successfully answering questions in 
fields of astronomy relevant to the research. The fields to be covered will be set by 
the examining committee at least three months in advance of the exam.  

• The student must demonstrate that they are familiar with the current literature in the 
field of their proposed research.  

Preparation  

• At least three months before the date of the exam, the supervisor, the student, and 
graduate coordinator select an examining committee consisting of the supervisor, and 
two full-time faculty.   

• At least three months in advance of the exam the examining committee specifies the 
areas of astronomy open to examination. That is, they define the research field and 
related fields of the exam. This will be communicated to the graduate student and the 
graduate coordinator.   

• In consultation with the student and the committee, the supervisor sets the date for the 
exam, reserves a room, and notifies the graduate coordinator.  

• At least three weeks before the exam, the student distributes a written thesis proposal 
to the committee members. Note, the thesis proposal should be up to approximately 
10 double-space pages in length plus additional figures, tables, and bibliography.   
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Dissertation proposal  

The dissertation proposal consists of two components: a written submission and an oral 
presentation. Both components should address all the following:   

• Definition of the research problem to be investigated and statement of goals  
• Background and broader context   
• Overview of the current state of the field  
• Proposed research program and its relation to the goals  
• Description of methods to be used and data to be obtained   
• Description of resources needed and assessment of availability  
• Tentative milestones and timetable for at least the first year  
• A bibliography of papers sorted into those that are a) examples of current research 
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education or research. Normally, the external examiner should agree to being present at 
the defense as well as to evaluating the dissertation. At least one month before the date of 
the defense, the student should submit a draft of the dissertation that both the student and 
supervisor regard as final to the members of the defense committee.  
Possible outcomes of the defense reflect the need for both the written dissertation and the 
oral defense to separately pass scrutiny. A detailed description of possible outcomes can 
be found in the guide to FGSR procedures in the Graduate Calendar 
(https://smu.ca/academics/calendar/).   

  
SUMMARY OF PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS  

M.Sc. Requirements (2-year program)  
Credit Requirements  
• 36 credit hours of courses over two years   
• 18 credit hours/year for full-time students  

Grade Requirements  

• grade ≥ B- (2.67 GPA) each course  
• GPA ≥ 3.0 after first year to enter second year  
• GPA ≥ 3.0 to graduate  

Thesis Option Courses  
• ASTR 5900 Graduate Seminar I (3 hours)  
• ASTR 6900 Graduate Seminar II (3 hours)  
• ASTR 5980 Research Project I (3 hours)  
• ASTR 5981 Research Project II (3 hours)  
• ≥ 4 of 6 core courses (≥ 12 hours)  
• 2 ASTR courses (excluding Research Project and MSc Thesis) or graduate courses in 

related disciplines (subject to approval of supervisor) (6 hours)  

• ASTR 6990 MSc Thesis (6 hours)  
• Original work  
• Defend thesis before Thesis Defense Committee (end of second year)  

No-Thesis Option Courses  
• ASTR 5900 Graduate Seminar I (3 hours)  
• ASTR 6900 Graduate Seminar II (3 hours)  
• ASTR 5980 Research Project I (3 hours)  
• ASTR 5981 Research Project II (3 hours)  
• 6 core courses (18 hours)  
• ≥4 ASTR courses (excluding MSc Thesis) or graduate courses in related disciplines  
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(subject to approval of supervisor) (≥12 hours)  
• 
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ASTR 5210.1(.2) Computational Methods in Astrophysics  
ASTR 5410.1(.2) Stellar Atmospheres and Spectra  
ASTR 5420.1(.2) The Interstellar Medium  
ASTR 5430.1(.2) Binary and Variable Stars  
ASTR 5600.1(.2) Clusters of Galaxies   
ASTR 5700.1(.2) Magnetohydrodynamics  
ASTR 5710.1(.2) Astrophysical Dynamics   
ASTR 6400.1(.2) Stellar Astrophysics II  


