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Master of Science - Degree Requirements 
 
The Biology Department awards a Master of Science degree. It involves four steps. 
 

1. Admission by the University to the Graduate School. 
 

2. Classification as a Biology graduate student. This is granted by the Biology 
Department to students who have earned a bachelors degree in biology with a 
sufficiently high level of scholarship to undertake graduate training.   Classification is 
acceptance of a student, by the Biology Department, to begin work of courses that may 
be counted toward the Masters degree. 

 
3. Advancement to Candidacy. A student is advanced to candidacy by the Biology 

Department on satisfactory completion of the graduate writing requirement, the 
formation of a graduate committee and their agreement on a graduate course 
program, a thesis project, and other requirements.  

 
4. As a candidate, the student will complete degree requirements and present their 

research results as a thesis and in a colloquium. 
 

5. Granting of the degree occurs on the satisfactory completion of all coursework, 
submission and satisfactory defense of a thesis, and other requirements.  

 
 
Admission 
 
There are four steps required to gain admission to the Master of Science program. 

1. University Application: Students are admitted to the University as a post baccalaureate 
student. Please contact Graduate Admissions about entrance requirements and the 
application process.  Domestic students can apply on-line at www.csumentor.edu. 

2. GRE: The GRE is required for all applicants by the university. The subject GRE 
(Biology) is optional, but the GRE may be used to support classification as a Biology 
Graduate student as described in Appendix A.  

3. Letters of Recommendation: Two letters of recommendation are required.  They should 
be sent to: 
     Paul Crosbe 
     2555 E San Ramon MS SB73 
     Fresno, CA 93740 

4. TOEFL: TOEFL is a University requirement for international students, who should 
apply through International admissions.  

After review by the Biology Department graduate coordinator, students are assigned to one of 
two categories: 



California State University, Fresno – Department of Biology 
Graduate Degree Programs 

01/16/06 
 

MS_Degree_Requirements.pdf  Page 2 of 14 

1. Classified - full graduate standing in the department. This indicates admission into the 
department and constitutes the beginning of the student's graduate program in the 
Biology Department. 

2. Conditional - students with deficiencies that can be corrected in one semester. The 
requirements to qualify for classified standing are lists in Appendix A. 

 
Biotechnology Certificate Program 
 
It is possible to complete the Biotechnology Certificate Program while completing the Master’s 
of Science in Biology.  The program consists of 20 course units, 11 units may also count toward 
the Master’s Program course work.  Please see the Biology Department for more information. 
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Requirements For Conditional Students to Attain Classified Standing 

1. A maximum of 10 units taken prior to attaining classified standing in the Biology 
Department, including transfer and post baccalaureate units, may be applied toward the 
master's degree program of courses. 

2. Course work done to complete the competency requirements, as described in the Catalog and 
summarized in Appendix A, may not be applied to the graduate program requirements. 

3. Students must work with the graduate program coordinator for the swift completion of any 
competency requirements, as described in the Catalog and summarized in Appendix A. This 
meeting should occur before their first semester. A temporary advisor will be assigned to 
students upon request to aid students in developing relevant courses for their intended 
graduate study.  

4. Conditional graduate students must notify the graduate coordinator that they have completed 
the requirements to become classified. The graduate coordinator will file a Notice of 
Classified Standing with the Graduate Division.   

 
 
Requirements For Advancement to Candidacy 

1. Classified students may file for Advancement to Candidacy, no sooner than their second 
semester as a classified student and no later than the semester prior to the expected final 
semester of their graduate career.  Carefully check the requirements for advancement and 
check deadlines on the university calendar. Note: the deadlines are usually early in the 
semester. 

2. Before a student may Advance to Candidacy they must satisfactorily complete the Graduate 
Student Writing Requirement.  Instructions for the completion of this requirement are listed 
in Appendix C.  The scoring rubric used to evaluate student submissions is also provided in 
Appendix C. 

3. To advance to candidacy a student must: 

a. Engage a member of the graduate program faculty to serve as research advisor 
and thesis committee chair. 

b. Establish a Thesis Committee with a minimum of three members of the graduate 
program faculty, and at least two members of the Biology Department graduate 
program faculty.  Non-faculty professionals having special expertise relevant to 
the student’s research program may be included as additional (e.g., fourth) 
members of the thesis committee if they have attained adjunct faculty status 
within the Biology Department or other University department. 
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c. Develop of coherent program of study including identification of 30 units of 
course work and a thesis research plan.  The requirements for this are described in 
the catalog and summarized in Appendix B. 

d. Have completed at least nine units of coursework toward your proposed program - 
not including the semester you are enrolled in when you apply for candidacy. 

e. Have achieved a minimum grade point average of 3.0 in all course work taken 
from the earliest term listed on the petition for advancement to candidacy.  The 
GPA includes all coursework taken in this timeframe, including courses in other 
departments unrelated to the biology degree program. 

f. Students are required to submit their thesis proposal to the Biology Department at 
least one week before any deadline dates. The proposal must be approved by all 
members of the thesis committee prior to distribution to the department.  The 
Biology Department faculty is permitted at least two weeks to review the 
proposed thesis.    The proposal will be considered by the department at 
departmental meetings or by special ballot, not less than two-week review period. 
These proposals can be submitted at any time to the department faculty for formal 
review.  However, the Graduate Division has deadlines that pertain to graduation 
during the following semester, and each student is responsible for meeting 
deadline dates. 

g. During the department review the proposal will be evaluated for meeting the 
Graduate Division writing requirement. Students who do not meet the writing 
requirement guidelines will be asked to rewrite their proposal and submit it a 
second time. Students are urged to submit the proposal before the deadline to 
allow time for revisions. 

h. Students are required to submit the Advancement to Candidacy Form, signed by 
the student and their thesis program advisor, to the Graduate Coordinator for 
approval. The form is attached to the thesis proposal and distributed to the 
Biology Department. 

i. The cover sheet of the thesis proposal should contain the names of the student’s 
thesis committee, thesis program advisors name, student’s name, date, and the 
title of the project.  
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Information for the Candidate - 

1. Immediately after Advancement to Candidacy, submit a Thesis Committee Assignment Form 
signed by the student, their thesis program advisor, and their thesis committee members, to 
the graduate coordinator for approval.  The student is responsible for taking the form to the 
Graduate Division offices.  

2. The chair of the student's thesis program and the Biology Department Graduate Coordinator 
must approve fundamental changes made to the graduate research plan.   

3. Written requests for changes in courses listed in the student’s Advancement to Candidacy 
Form must be submitted to the Graduate Division, with the approval of the thesis advisor, 
graduate coordinator, and the Dean of Graduate Studies.   

4. There is a five-year limit on courses used to complete requirements for the master's degree.  
Up to two courses taken prior to the five year date may be “validated for currency” by special 
exam or other approved method designated by the faculty instructor.  

5. CR-graded course work cannot be used to satisfy degree requirements unless special 
permission is granted by the Graduate Division and the course is only offered as CR.  No 
course with a grade below C may apply on the master's degree. 

6. Students must maintain a GPA of 3.0 on all coursework taken during the period of 
matriculation for the master’s degree. 

 
 
Requirements for Thesis and Colloquium  

1. Biology graduate students must write a thesis to complete their degree.    

2. The thesis must show originality, appropriate organization, clarity of purpose, critical 
analysis, and accuracy and completeness of documentation where needed.  Critical and 
independent thinking is required.  It must meet standards for publication in the scholarly 
journals of that discipline.  Students must enroll in four units of thesis (299).  The thesis 
should be written in discussion with the student's thesis committee, particularly the thesis 
committee chair. 

3. If thesis work is not completed the semester for which the student has enrolled in 299, a 
grade of SP is entered.  If the grade is not replaced within two years, the department may 
require the student to reenroll in  299.  

4. Students must maintain continual enrollment at the University while: 1) completing a grade 
of SP in thesis ( 299), or a grade of I in any other course, OR 2) during the semester in which 
an application for the degree is to be granted.  Students may apply for an official leave of 
absence with the Graduate Division to be exempted from this rule.  
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5. Due dates for the thesis are determined by the Graduate Division and are listed in the 
University Calendar.  The date is early in the semester.  It is possible to make a few changes 
in the thesis after submission to the Graduate Division. No changes may be made after the 
last day of instruction for that semester or after the date assigned by the Graduate Division 
thesis consultant. The thesis committee, before submission to the graduate program, must 
approve the thesis.   

6. Students must submit their thesis at least two weeks before the university due date to their 
thesis committee members.  Some committee members may require more than two weeks to 
read the thesis and if they request more time the student must distribute the thesis to that 
committee member earlier.  Students should expect substantial rewriting of their thesis in 
response to committee member comments and suggestions.  Students expecting to graduate 
in the summer semester should check with their committee about their schedule. 

7. The thesis must conform to the Graduate Division criteria on matters of format, 
documentation, and quality of writing.  This information must be obtained from the Graduate 
Division. 

8. Final publication of the thesis requires the student turn in on original and two photocopies 
signed by the thesis committee, ready for binding and microfilming, to the Graduate 
Division. A receipt for binding and a microfilming fee should accompany the thesis copies.  
This must be completed by the last day assigned by the thesis consultant. 

9. Students must also present their research in a colloquium.  This is a formal presentation of 
research results.  This must be completed seven days prior to the last day of instruction for 
the semester the student wishes to graduate.  

10. The date, time and place of the colloquium must be arranged in consultation with the thesis 
committee members and in coordination with the Biology Department staff.   Only certain 
days and times may be available.  Students must also arrange for the appropriate equipment 
for their presentation (projector, overhead….).  

11. Students must produce and post notices for the colloquium.  Colloquium notices must be 
posted at least seven days before the colloquium around the Science building and other 
appropriate sites.  
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Requirements To Graduate 

1. To graduate students must have completed the steps outlined in the above sections of this 
document within the appropriate time frames.  

2. Students must file an application for the granting of the Master of Science degree (Master’s 
Degree Application) and pay the diploma fee.  This must be completed early in the semester 
in which the student expects to complete all requirements for the degree.  The deadline for 
filing this application is determined by the University.  This deadline is very early in the 
semester and is listed in the University Calendar.  The University Calendar is available in the 
schedule of courses for that semester. 

3. Upon final submission of the graduate thesis, the student’s are required to file a “Graduate 
Clearance Form”.  The student and their advisor must complete this form, before submitting 
it to the graduate coordinator and the department chair. 
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Appendix A 
Criteria for Classified status in the M.S. program of the Department of Biology, CSU Fresno. 
Passed by unanimous vote of the attending department faculty at their meeting, Friday 26 
September, 2003. 
 
1) Verbal and written communication 

a. 60th percentile on the verbal portion of the General GRE OR 
b. A grade of B or better in an upper division writing course OR 
c. A score of 80% or better on the writing exam used to fulfill the undergraduate writing 

requirement (the UDWE) OR 
d. A mean score of 4.5 or higher on the writing portion of the General GRE 

 
2) Quantitative analytical skills 

a. 60th percentile on the quantitative portion of the General GRE OR 
b. A grade of B or better in introductory calculus 

 
3) Disciplinary knowledge 

a. 60th percentile on the GRE Biology subject test OR 
b. Completion of the following upper division courses or their equivalents with a grade of B 

or better: Genetics, Evolution, either Cell Biology or Ecology, and one other upper-
division or graduate course appropriate to the student’s specialty. Equivalency is 
determined by the graduate coordinator in consultation with faculty teaching core courses 
at CSU Fresno OR 

c. No less than a grade of C in each of the courses listed as part of b. above AND an overall 
GPA of 3.0 or better for at least the last 25 semester units of upper-division courses in 
natural sciences. 
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Appendix B  
Develop a coherent program of study. 
 

1. Identify a thesis topic. 
 

2. Submit a plan for completing all coursework within this framework 
a. 200-series courses - 21 units 
b. Electives - may be 100 or 200 - series 9 units 
c. At least 18 units must be in the biological sciences 
d. No more than 6 units of independent study or research  (BIOL 290 or BIOL 295) 

may be used on the program of study. 
e. Four units of thesis (BIOL 299) are required; not more than four units of thesis 

(BIOL 299) may be used on the program of study. 

3. At least 10 units of course work from the approved graduate program must be 
completed after advancement to candidacy.  Units taken during the semester that the 
student applies for candidacy will be considered as having been completed after 
advancement. 

4. Maintain a minimum grade point average of 3.0 in all course work taken from the 
earliest term listed on the petition for advancement to candidacy, including courses 
not listed on the program of study but undertaken during the same time period. 

5. Write a plan for graduate work including a research plan, I.E. the thesis proposal. 
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Appendix C  
To satisfy the Graduate Writing Requirement 
 
1. The writing requirement must be completed before the student submits a petition for 
Advancement to Candidacy. The written document for evaluation may be submitted at any time 
after Classified Admission to the Biology Department. 
 
2. Submission deadlines: 

a. If the student intends to meet the semester Graduate Division deadline for Advancement 
to Candidacy (only necessary if the student wishes to graduate the following semester): 
the first Friday of the semester. 

b. If the student does NOT intend to graduate the following semester: no later than four 
calendar weeks before the last day of instruction. 

 
3. To meet the writing requirement the student must submit a formal paper demonstrating writing 
skill at the graduate level. This graduate level paper may be a research proposal, a literature 
review in their field, a paper from a directed research project, or another paper that meets the 
objectives for the writing requirement (listed below in #4). 
 
4. The student’s writing should demonstrate: 

a. Comprehensibility 
b. Clear organization and presentation of ideas 
c. The ability to organize ideas logically so as to establish a sound scholarly argument 
d. Thoroughness and competence in documentation 
e. The ability to express in writing a critical analysis of existing scholarly/professional 

literature in the student’s area of interest 
f. The ability to model the discipline’s overall style as reflected in representative journals 

 
5. The paper is distributed to a three-member review committee (not to include the student’s 
graduate advisor) chosen by the graduate coordinator. The review committee has two 
weeks to complete review. 
 
6. The paper will be scored using a rubric (1 - 5) in each of four areas: “I. Style and Format”, “II. 
Mechanics”, “III. Content and Organization”, and “IV. Integration and Critical Analysis”.  
 
7. The scoring rubric is appended below. The minimal acceptable combined score from all of the 
four (I-IV) sections is 12 points (a mean of 3, “satisfactory”, rating on each section), with no less 
than a score of 2 (“developing”) on any one section.  
 
8. Students who fail have two options: 

a. Resubmit an edited paper to the original review committee. 
b. Appeal – A new committee will be selected to review student submissions. 

 
9. Students that fail to complete the writing requirement following Step 8 (above), must petition 
the Biology Department for a solution. The Biology Department may require the student to take 
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a course, to write a new document for evaluation, or require any other action determined to be 
appropriate for the individual student. 
 
10. Students that fail to complete the writing requirement following step 9 (above) will be 
dismissed from the program. 
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Scoring rubric used to evaluate student submissions to satisfy the Graduate Writing 
Requirement.  

I. Style and Format: 
5-Exemplary: In addition to meeting the requirement for a "4," the paper consistently models 
the language and conventions used in the scholarly/ professional literature appropriate to the 
student’s discipline. The manuscript would meet the guidelines for submission for publication in 
a peer reviewed biological journal in the student's field of study. 

4-Accomplished: While there may be minor errors, conventions for style and format are used 
consistently throughout the paper. Demonstrates thoroughness and competence in documenting 
sources; the reader would have little difficulty referring back to cited sources. Style and format 
contribute to the comprehensibility of the paper. Suitably models the discipline's overall 
journalistic style. 

3-Satistfactory: The style and format are broadly followed, but inconsistencies are apparent.  
There is selection of less suitable scientific sources (non-peer reviewed literature, web 
information). Weak transitions and apparent logic gaps occur between topics being addressed.  
The style may be difficult to follow so as to detract from the comprehensibility of the 
manuscript. 

2-Developing: While some biological conventions are followed, others are not. Paper lacks 
consistency of style and/or format. It may be unclear which references are direct quotes and 
which are paraphrased. Based on the information provided, the reader would have some 
difficulty referring back to cited sources. Significant revisions would contribute to the 
comprehensibility of the paper. 

1-Beginning: The stylistic conventions of scientific writing are not followed. Fails to 
demonstrate thoroughness and competence in documentation.  Inappropriate style and format 
make reading and comprehensibility problematic.  

II. Mechanics: 
5-Exemplary: In addition to meeting the requirements for a "4," the paper is essentially error 
free in terms of mechanics. Writing flows smoothly from one idea to another. Transitions 
effectively establish a sound scholarly argument and aid the reader in following the writer's 
logic. 

4-Accomplished: While there may be minor errors, the paper follows normal conventions of 
spelling and grammar throughout. Errors do not significantly interfere with topic 
comprehensibility. Transitions and organizational structures such as subheadings are effectively 
used which help the reader move from one point to another. 

3-Satisfactory: Grammatical conventions are generally used, but inconsistency and/or errors in 
their use result in weak, but still apparent, connections between topics in the formulation of the 
argument.  There is poor or improper use of headings and related features to keep the reader on 
track within the topic. Effective scientific vocabulary is used. 
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2-Developing: Frequent errors in spelling, grammar (such as subject/verb agreements and tense), 
sentence structure and/or other writing conventions make reading difficult and interfere with 
comprehensibility. There is some confusion in the proper use of scientific terms.  Writing does 
not flow smoothly from point to point; appropriate transitions are lacking. 

1-Beginning: Paper contains numerous errors in spelling, grammar, and/or sentence structure, 
which make following the logic of the paper extremely difficult.  Scientific terms are misused.   

III. Content and Organization: 
5-Exemplary: In addition to meeting the requirements for a "4," excels in the organization and 
representation of ideas related to the topic. Raises important issues or ideas, which may not have 
been represented in the literature cited. Would serve as a good basis for further research on the 
topic. 

4-Accomplished: Follows all requirements for the paper. Topic is carefully focused. Clearly 
outlines the major points related to the topic; ideas are logically arranged to present a sound 
scholarly argument. Paper is interesting and holds the reader's attention. Does a credible job 
summarizing related literature.  General ideas are expanded upon in a logical manner thereby 
extending the significance of the work presented beyond a re-statement of known ideas. 

3-Satisfactory: Ideas presented closely follow conventional concepts with little expansion and 
development of new directions.  Certain logical connections or inclusion of specific topics 
related to the student’s area of study may be omitted.  Ideas and concepts are generally 
satisfactorily presented although lapses in logic and organization are apparent.  The reader is 
suitably introduced to the topic being presented such that the relationship to the student’s area of 
study is obvious. 

2-Developing: The paper is logically and thematically coherent, but is lacking in substantial 
ways. The content may be poorly focused or the scholarly argument weak or poorly conceived. 
Major ideas related to the content may be ignored or inadequately explored. Overall, the content 
and organization needs significant revision to represent a critical analysis of the topic. 

1-Beginning: Analysis of existing scholarly / professional literature on the topic is inadequate. 
Content is poorly focused and lacks organization. The reader is left with little information about 
or little understanding of the paper's topic. 
IV. Integration and Critical Analysis: 
5-Exemplary: The document presents the current state of knowledge for the topic being 
addressed utilizing a diversity of scientific opinions.  These various, and possibly conflicting, 
opinions are presented in a balanced manner and seamlessly woven together to illustrate a 
complete grasp of the scientific literature across multiple research approaches utilizing 
appropriate national and international peer-reviewed journals.  Essential findings of multiple 
sources are accurately and concisely paraphrased, analyzed, and integrated. Original sources are 
clearly identified and correctly cited in both the body of the text and the reference section.  
Organizationally, smooth and effective transitions between topics lead the reader through an 
orderly discussion of the topic being addressed.  The gaps in current knowledge are clearly 
identified and significant directions and approaches that fill these gaps are identified. 
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4-Accomplished: There are inconsistencies in the organization and logic of the presentation, but 
still clear analysis of the presented materials.  While synthesis of all aspects of the topic may 
show varying degrees of development, the overall consistency, thoroughness, and analysis result 
in a well-crafted document. 
 
3-Satisfactory: Identification of key topics or uncertainties in the field may be incomplete.  New 
concepts resulting from a synthetic presentation of ideas is poorly developed or lacking.  
Complex topics and related concepts are awkwardly presented and linkages among topics may 
be unclear. 
 
2-Developing: Weakness is evident in the coverage of the field and analysis resulting in 
incorrect or poorly developed synthesis of results.  Analysis is limited to categorizing and 
summarizing scientific topics.  The resulting manuscript significantly degrades the 
comprehensibility of the document and the identification of knowledge gaps. 
 
1-Beginning: The manuscript contains numerous flaws in the essential components of a 
literature review.  The manuscript lacks a successful synthesis of disparate works, and there is no 
logical flow to the presentation. These issues result in a manuscript with limited 
comprehensibility and utility in illustrating the author’s effective grasp of the material. 
 
 


