Preparing for a Thesis Defense

The thesis defense is a long-awaited, hard-earned personal event and a major professional
presentation. The defense is an opportunity to discuss and explain your work in detail to your committee
members and other audiences like your professors, faculty, friends, and family. In a successful defense,
you will be able to show your expertise while remaining open to critical feedback from your audience.
This resource will help you prepare for the defense. It will answer frequently asked questions, discuss
conduct and appearance, as well as provide reassurance during this undoubtably stressful time.

Frequently Asked Questions

1. Where should | turn for tips on resources for my defense?

Your thesis chair, advisor, mentor, or committee are great resource(s) to guide you through the
necessary stages for the defense. They will also know the habits and personalities of committee
members, and what to expect in the way of their conduct during the actual defense. Develop a good
working relationship with your advisor. Also, do not hesitate to talk to other graduate students; they can
be a good source of practical ideas and preparation tips. Your department or college may also provide
resources on the thesis defense protocols.

2.1s there some way to know what a defense is like, in advance?

Yes! It is highly recommended that you attend at least one defense in your program as a way of getting
to know what the general process entails. You can also ask your chair/mentor or other graduate
students who may have attended defenses in the past.

3.What can | do leading up to my defense to prepare?

Be sure that you have all the necessary materials ready. Finalize any presentations, scripts, etc. Review
your thesis thoroughly to keep all aspects of your research fresh in your mind. Practice your
presentation multiple times to give you time to make any necessary edits. It can be worthwhile to do a
mock-defense by presenting in front of a UWC tutor, friends, or family to get used to presenting in front
of a live audience who can ask questions to practice thinking quickly on your feet. If possible, you can
also visit the room your defense will be held in to see the available technology and presenting
environment.

4. What should | wear to my defense?

You’'ll want to wear something comfortable, yet professional. You may be standing or sitting for a long
period of time, so it's important that your shoes are comfortable and your clothes fit appropriately.
Formal or business clothing tends to be the most appropriate such as a dress shirt, tie, slacks, dress
shoes, long skirts, dresses, and shorter heels. Avoid casual clothing like t-shirts, sneakers, sweatpants,
or leggings.

5. What should I bring to my defense?

Definitely ask your chair/mentor what to bring, as they will understand your unique defense the best.
Generally, you'll want to bring your presentation materials (e.g. flashcards/script, flash drive, laptop,
charger, etc.), a refillable water bottle, a pen/paper, and anything else you may need to successfully
present your thesis. If applicable and permittable by your committee, you may also bring fidget assistors
to help you stay calm and focused.
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6. How can | help calm my nerves?

Feeling nervous about the defense is normal as are nerves during the defense. Try to remember that
this is your time to shine! It's your chance to highlight your expertise and accomplishment. YOU are the
expert in the room on your thesis. No one knows your thesis better than you do; try to remain confident
in your own expertise. Get plenty of rest the night before the defense, try breathing exercises, stay
hydrated, and make sure to eat. You will want to look and feel as refreshed as possible and have the
energy and concentration to respond to the questions posed to you.

7.How should | conduct myself during my defense?

During the defense, you should conduct yourself confidently and professionally. Be well prepared to
give a knowledgeable presentation of your work. Try to avoid talking too fast or too soft, which may
impact the audience’s ability to understand your presentation. Take deep, grounding breaths and
articulate your words as best you can. For individuals with speech impairments or other disabilities,
work with your chair/committee to set expectations for how you will communicate during your defense.
You can also negotiate time constraints. It can be important to vocalize that your speech and/or
disability does not reflect your capabilities as a researcher to ensure your committee honors you and
your work. If there are audience members who are not familiar with your speech patterns or disability,
you can begin your presentation with a disclaimer to ensure the environment is respectful and
comfortable for you. Remember that your voice matters just as much as the unimpaired; you deserve
to be heard and defend your incredible research. (D. Fleming, personal communication, Nov. 2025)

If you gesture, do so in a natural and calm manner. If you fidget or use fidget assistors, do so in a way
that does not distract from you and your presentation (perhaps fidget with something smaller or that
makes no noise). Remember to be respectful of your colleagues and the academic environment. Avoid
coming across as arrogant, defensive, or dismissive. While you are the expert, the audience can
provide constructive feedback that can be implemented into your work to make it stronger.

8.How do | avoid “freezing up” or “blanking”?

Try to anticipate questions or problems that could arise with your defense in advance. Ask your chair
for commonly asked questions during a defense or prepare answers to questions about gaps or
limitations in your research. Try to consider what are the most challenging questions that you could be
asked so that you can plan and practice your responses. Take a moment to pause and contemplate a
question before speaking to gather your thoughts and plan your response.

9. What do | do if | don’t know how to answer a question? How do | handle hard questions?
Admitting that you have not considered something or that something falls outside of the scope of your
project are completely acceptable answers. Remain polite and accepting without undermining your own
work. You can also say, “That’s a great question. Let me think about it for a second,” to give yourself
time to think about how you could answer a hard question. You can also take this as an opportunity to
discuss how other researchers could expand upon your research to account for things that fall outside
the scope of your project. You could offer hypothetical or potential future pathways that could improve
your research topic/field.

10.What happens after my defense?
Celebrate! Immediately after your defense, you'll want to take some time to really celebrate your
accomplishments. A defense can be challenging, and you did it! It's recommended to reserve dinner
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plans with friends or family so that others can celebrate your accomplishments as well. Then, you'll
need to begin the post-defense paperwork, approval forms, revisions, and formatting steps. Your
chair/committee will most likely let you know what your next steps will be towards the end of the defense
or shortly after in regards to revisions and paperwork.

Final Things to Keep in Mind

Preparing for a thesis defense can feel overwhelming, but with the right guidance, tools, and mindset,
it becomes an opportunity to demonstrate the depth of your hard work and growth as a researcher.
Remember that your committee wants you to succeed, your support network is rooting for you, and
you already possess the knowledge you need—you’ve spent months or years developing it! Use this
resource as a starting point to ground yourself, anticipate the process, and approach the defense with
confidence. No matter what challenges arise, trust in your preparation, trust in your expertise, and trust
in your ability to communicate the value of your research. You've earned this moment, and you are
ready.
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