
Researcher Development Essentials: Preparing for your viva

Edward Mills
I suppose the first thing to ask is a question that I’ve asked everybody I’ve spoken to thus far, 
which is: when you’re examining a PhD thesis as an internal and external examiner, what do you 
do when you when you get a thesis in front of you for the first time?

Bice Maiguashca
Yeah. Yeah. Well, the first thing you do is you decide when you’re going to - at what point you’re 
going to read it, and you want to make sure when you do that you have several hours ahead of 
you. In other words, at least in my experience, in my view, you can’t read a thesis (or at least I 
can’t read the thesis) over several days in small chunks. So I pick up the thesis and I make sure 
that I have three to four, five hours to focus on it, sit down, make myself comfortable with a cup 
of tea. And I read the introduction and the conclusion, and this may be very individual, idiosyncra-
tic thing to do, but for me, I need to have a general map of the thesis before I dive in. So I want 
to have a sense of what the storyline is. In other words, a thesis for me (and for no academic) is 
never read sort of as as a mystery novel, if you like, where the the the the plotline emerges at 
the end, or the punch-line emerges at the end. We like to know what’s going on, what the aims 
of the thesis are, what the argument is going to be, foregrounded at the beginning. So I read the 
introduction. I then read the conclusion. So I have a sense of both, if you like, the bookends of 
the thesis. I have an overall map of the thesis in my mind, and then I dive into chapter one, start 
looking for the storyline as well as the evidence which is going to sustain it.

Edward Mills
Reading the introduction, the conclusion of the thesis. Yes, some examiners may do that. Some 
some may not. But it’s interesting to hear you talk about the the storyline of a thesis. Could you 
say a bit more about what you mean by the storyline?

Bice Maiguashca
Yeah, OK, so I think it’s very important that the introduction of a thesis does four things, and 
they all add up, if you like, to the story line (in some sense) of the thesis. The first thing that the 
introduction needs to do, in my view, is establish the puzzlem or the problem, or the research 
question that the student is trying to tackle. So what is the thesis about, and what questions is it 
trying to answer? The second aspect, if you like, of this storyline has to do with the answer to that 
question. In other words, what is the argument of the PhD? What is the thesis that the student 
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is putting forward? So that’s the second bit. The third part of the storyline is why that question 
needs to be answered (in academic terms). What is important about that question? Another way 
of putting this part of the storyline is to call it the ‘rationale’ of the thesis: what is the rationale 
of the thesis? And you can have two types of rationale. You can have an academic rationale: in 
other words, there is a gap in the literature; or perhaps there isn’t a gap in the literature, but this 
is an important question and hasn’t been studied. And the second form of rationale that might 
be relevant, particularly to politics students, perhaps to others, is that there may be a political or 
social rationale for doing the thesis. In other words, it’s tackling a particularly important political 
or social problem that begs to be solved. And the fourth thing that I think a reader needs to find 
in the introduction is an explanation of how they proceeded to do the research. In other words, 
what’s otherwise called the methodology of the thesis. So just to recap, in the introduction of 
the thesis, the reader is looking for four things. What is the puzzle? What is the argument of the 
thesis? Why does the puzzle and argument matter (in other words, contribution to knowledge)? 
And finally, how has the student undertaken this research, and why have they made the choices 
that they have in terms of methodology? Those four pillars hold up thesis in many respects and 
need to be foregrounded in the introduction, and then perhaps revisited in the conclusion.
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