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The Viva 

The term ‘viva voce’ comes from Medieval Latin and means ‘by or with the 

living voice’, according to the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on 

Historical Principles it is recorded as being used in 1815 as ‘an examination  

conducted by speech’. 

 

Purpose of the viva is to discover: 

- work is your own 

- you’ve done the reading 

- debate the value of your work 

- you know the field 

- you wrote the thesis 

- you are an independent researcher 

- you can teach/talk about your subject 

- you had the relevant training 

- you contributed to knowledge 

- you learnt new things 

 

Preparation 

Read the institutions code of practice, criteria and procedures. 

Plan a mock viva. 

Revise key authors, their work and influence on your work. 

Practice answering questions out loud! 

 

Read through your whole thesis and from that: 

- write a one sentence summary of each chapter 
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- make a list of mistakes/corrections and take it with you 

- add single word prompts in the margins 

- add bookmarks to help you locate key parts 

- convert each chapter into a series of questions and answers 

* Get two sheets of A4 paper, split each side into three columns, each section 

represents a page of your thesis, number each section, as you read through your thesis 

write the key works/main idea contained on each page  

 you won’t have to read through it again 

 you have a detailed revision of your thesis  

 you can identify the main arguments at a glance  

 you can do your last minute revision from these sheets 

 

View viva as a chance to discuss your work with peers, and improve it accordingly. 

 

On the Day 

Take with you: thesis, blank paper, pens, water, tissues?? Any published work 

Allow plenty of time. 

Dress smart but comfortably. 

Arrange transport. 

Work on breathing and slowing your speech. 

Smile  

Try and eat! 

Be confident – if your supervisor put you forward for examination then he/she is 

confident in your work so you can be too! 

 

In the Viva 

Listen carefully to each question and what is really being asked. 

Be able to introduce topics you want to discuss – don’t be dominated! 

If there is silence expand on your answers. 

Take time to define your point, position. 

Obvious questions may be testing your knowledge. 

Do not be distracted by positive or negative body language. 

Eye contact. 



Be assertive, think on your feet. 

Be in command of your thesis. 

Highlight the strengths – use words such as, value, impact, benefit, effectiveness, 

contribution. 

Make sure the examiners understand your points. 

If asked about a point on a page, turn to it, and clarify the statement, or repeat the 

question then comment. Justify it even if your opinion has changed since. Don’t be 

too quick to change what you wrote. 

Demonstrate your realisation that there is more than one side to the issue. 

Do not give short answers, always go into more detail. Be specific and explicit. 

Give examples with your answers e.g. if you look on page _______________. 

Define your position, then defend. 

Be aware of weaknesses and discuss them when prompted.  

Pick up on the cues to extend your answers.  

Have strategies for when things go wrong, show you can make corrections and know 

how to, but DO NOT bend to their views! 

 

Examiners may also ask you if you have any questions for them, be prepared: 

- their views on potential publication 

- ask if you can expand on a point 

- their view of future research 

 

Following the Viva 

If you have revisions, make sure you know what is required! 

Expect to feel drained. 

Expect an anti-climax – it takes a good few weeks to actually sink in that it’s over and 

for things to settle down! 

Relax and celebrate. 

Thank your support network. 

 

General Practice Questions 

 Why did you choose this subject? Why is it important? 

 What is the most important result? Why? 



 What would you do differently? 

 What further research would you undertake? 

 How did you choose your sample? 

 Why did you use these methods? 

 What problems did you face? How did you overcome them? 

 What are the implications of your work? What can be taken further? 

 What is your original contribution? 

 How did your thinking progress? 

 Summarise your thesis/research 

 Summarise your key findings 

 Who are the key people in your field? 

 What are the key studies in your field? 

 What are the links between the literature and your work? 

 What are the limitations of the design? 

 Summarise the steps of your research 

 Who might be influenced by your work? 

 What do you mean when you use the term _______? 

 What is the most important recommendation? 

 Where do you stand in the debate on _______? 

 What recent developments have there been? 
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