
Researcher Development Essentials: Preparing for your viva

Edward Mills
So I was wondering if I could talk a little bit about the preparation for the viva itself. You men-
tioned that you will have been reading the thesis through two, three, four times, that you yourself 
have a hard copy, and that you go from notes on the thesis to notes on a notepad, to notes on 
a Word document. Could I ask what you might suggest the students to be doing at that point? 
How would you how would you advise a student to prepare for the viva if you were their exa-
miner, for example?

Michelle Bolduc
It’s hard to do, but I think that as much as you can, move away, step away from your thesis, and 
come back to it as if you weren’t the person who wrote it; and try to work out for yourself, how 
would someone who is external to the process see this? I think you can’t do it on the computer: 
I really think you need to have a hard copy in front of you.

Edward Mills
I have vague memories of doing exactly that, actually, of going in sitting places with a hard copy; 
deliberately no screens in front of me, going through and asking myself ‘so what?’ with every few 
pages of the thesis.

Michelle Bolduc
Yeah, it’s not it’s not easy to do. I think that first, when you’re reading on a screen, you’re not 
actually reading. Oftentimes you kind of your eyes just skip over words because they’ve become 
very familiar. So you really need to have, I think, the hard copy in front of you. And it’s really hard 
to to read your own work as if you’re not an interested party, if if you know what I mean. What 
you can do is think to yourself, what kinds of questions do I want to be asked? What kinds of 
questions scare me? What kind of questions am I really afraid of being asked? See if you can come 
up with a list, a list of potential questions that you might imagine the examiners asking - and how 
would you respond to those questions? What are the questions that are really scary for me that 
I really don’t want my examiners to ask? Those are the ones that you probably need to pay the 
most attention to.

Edward Mills
I think that’s a really useful piece of advice. Thank you. I remember actually that’s something that 
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happened in in my experience: coming out of my upgrade viva, your questions were fair, but also 
in many ways quite nightmarish, which provided me with a really good opportunity going into 
the final viva several years later to imagine you (because you were the examiner I knew at that 
point, I’d met at least once) - imagining really difficult questions. And this led to me creating what 
I call the nightmare sheet, where I had some notes on the worst possible questions I could be 
asked and how I might how am I answer them. I asked my supervisor on the morning of my Viva 
to put me on the spot and make me really uncomfortable for a few minutes.

Michelle Bolduc
And did he?

Edward Mills
Oh, he did, yes. It was awkward because we know each other quite well. But now he did. He put 
me on the spot and he he helped me think through some of the some of the nightmare ques-
tions, if that makes sense.


