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PhD and Viva management
Jacqui Stewart, School of Theology, University of Leeds, Leeds LS2 9JT

The end stages of a PhD are a very good example of the principal of 'what goes up, must come down' .  The key to success is a good start!
1. Starting

 The bare essentials are


a) Make sure that you want to do PhD – that is, a time limited piece of defined research written under advice and in a fixed format - rather than, say,  write an exciting novel, save the world, impress your colleagues or relatives etc.. Getting a PhD may be a tool en route to some of these achievements, but unless you approach it as an end in itself you are likely to be diverted and not succeed.


b) Make sure that you know what doing a PhD actually involves, and that you have a realistic assessment of the amount of work and commitment that will be required -- neither over or underestimated.


c) Make sure that you what doing the PhD in the right place -- it is your responsibility to do your own consumer research and make sure that the institution that you choose is the right place both for both you and the subject.


d) Make sure that you have clear ground rules for relating to your supervisor -- that you understand how often you will meet, what you have to do, and what they have to do. Keep your side of the agreement, but be prepared to make sure that the institution keeps the other side, for example, in the face the unexpected such as of the supervisor's illness or absence.


e) Most importantly and above all, make sure that you have a thesis. This is the rock on which so many founder. It is simply not enough to describe or restate an author's position, or to compare or promote particular systems, of ethics for example. You must have an argument. You absolutely must spend time and effort at the very beginning refining your argument and concentrating your points of focus.

2. Producing the written text 


a) The "what" questions -- all PhD s involved a certain amount of hard grind. The relevant author's and documents in the field have to be identified -- a literature search is an essential beginning -- and at you have to read and digest the foundational material. This is hard work of one kind.


b) The "why" questions -- everything has to be evaluated in the light of your thesis. This is where your critical ability, your intelligence and your originality really need to be developed. This is very hard work of another kind.


c) These questions, of  the what and the why, have to be tackled on a limited timescale. You must have a realistic timetable, and the self-command to stick to it.


d) Motivation and feelings -- a PhD is an individual piece of work, and you are very isolated while you do it. That is why it is very important to have made sure at the outset that it is a PhD that you want to do. Most people experience a phase with a lot of negative feelings when they simply wish it was all over. Some people have the opposite problem,  become over enthusiastic, and enlarge their project beyond the realistic boundaries of the PhD. You have to be prepared to deal with these kind of issues.


e) Getting on with your supervisor -- very closely related to the last point is the question of how you get on with your supervisor. They have one set of expectations, to do with you taking their advice, delivering agreed material on time, and generally presenting them with a worthwhile project. You have another set of expectations, you want them to be available, supportive, knowledgeable about the area, and have time for you. Be careful that you are realistic about how these two sets of expectations can map onto each other in your case. 


f) Take the training! All Universities now offer something by way of training opportunities for postgraduates. There are sessions on all the foregoing issues, and lots more. Use anything that seems helpful in your situation. But above all, take every chance offered to give seminars with your material and arguments, so you get practice at verbal presentation. Remember, there's going to be a viva!

3. Submission


a) If you have kept to your timetable, both you and your supervisor will know that the end is nigh. But if there have been difficulties, it is unwise to submit before your supervisor feels the right. If you fall out with them get some advice from somebody else.


b) Make sure you know the regulations. If you do not fill in the right forms by the required dates there can be really serious consequences.


c) Most universities require  three or four months advance notice of submission for a PhD. One major reason for this long period is the need to appoint the external examiner. In general, one would expect that student and supervisor would have discussed possible examiners long before submission. The university, not the candidate, chooses the examiner, but it is considered good practice for the student to have been consulted.  This becomes especially important if, as is likely, the external examiner's work has been cited in the thesis! And you will naturally make sure that you include anything relevant by the external examiner if their work wasn't familiar to you before. (Five lines and a couple of footnotes are enough to make me purr).


d) You are being examined on both the written submission and your capacity to demonstrate in conversation that you have mastered the subject thereof. So the thesis does have to be written properly -- which in theology is not often a problem, although it can be in the natural sciences. Nowadays, it is wise to be particularly scrupulously careful about all citation and referencing, since plagiarism is on the increase whether we like it or not. And so we come to -

4. The Viva !


a) The viva is normally conducted with the candidate, an internal examiner  from the candidate's department and the external examiner, who will be from another university. Ideally, the intention is to have a conversation in which the candidate can show command of their material at research level, can defend by argument the thesis they have put forward, and can discuss the implications of it for future research. 


b) To prepare for the viva, you will need to organise your thoughts systematically. Here is one way to do it. Take two A4 sheets of lined paper. Cut them in half vertically, and glue them onto a B3 sheet. Number them from top to bottom. You will have about 140 lines. Each line is to represent a page of your thesis, so you will probably have to repeat the process with another to a four sheets. For the next few days, sit down for about an hour or so, once a day, and attempt to write a sentence on the appropriate half line (or two) summarising the relevant page (or two) of your thesis. Insert chapter headings as necessary. This will help you grasp the structure of the thesis, to see the way the arguments flow, and locate the various pieces of your arguments and evidence.


c) Nearer the time, take advantage of what ever training is offered by your own university; many do have some kind of training sessions in which mock vivas are run. If there is nothing going where you are, ask your supervisor or your postgraduate society if they could organise such an experience. There is nothing like practice!


d) When you go into the real thing, remember that both you and your examiners share an interest in the subject. In presenting your arguments honestly and as well as you can, you are meeting everyone's needs. Do not be afraid to say that you do not know about something.  If you are nervous and need a glass of water, or even a short break, do not be afraid to ask for it. The internal examiner has a responsibility to make sure that the examination is fair, and should respond to your requests. 


e) Finally the result. Most universities allow the candidate to have some kind of hint, while not permitting a formal statement of the result until it has been appropriately ratified. So your anxieties will be relieved and you can have that celebratory drink with your supervisor and friends, and rejoice that you never have to do it again. 

Useful Books etc.
Most Universities now have resource centres for postgraduate students, and there is a burgeoning industry in books of advice for PhD students. You may find the following useful:
Dunleavy, P. Authoring a PhD: how to plan, draft, write and finish a doctoral thesis or dissertation. (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003).

Finn, J.A. Getting a PhD  (new York: Routledge Falmer, 2005).
Phillips, E.M. and Pugh,D.S. How to get a PhD. 3rd ed. (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2000).

Good luck!
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