
THESIS DEFENCE  
*Information based on notes from Terry Cook to his thesis student(s) 
  
Pre-defence Preparation  

Feedback from Reviewers  
Before your defence, you should receive comments from your three reviewers. 
You will receive these comments in the form of three e-copies. Each report will 
usually indicate in a very general way what the examiners will be questioning, 
what they found weak, confusing, or controversial, or interesting and provocative, 
wanting to explore more – it’s not all negative!  
***the first time you read the comments they all feel negative.1 Try not to read 
too much into the comments or tone that may not be there. Alternately the point 
they are trying to make is some possible improvements and things to potentially 
talk about in the defence. 

 
Opening Statement  

Prepare a 10 minute opening statement (approximately 4 double spaced type 
pages). This should be written well enough ahead to allow time for revisions by 
your advisor and subsequent edits if needed. An example of an opening statement 
is provided at the end of the document. 
 
Your opening the three main parts outlined above but make sure to make it your 
own so it rings true.  

1. Introduction (approximately 3 minutes): Let the readers know 
that you are thankful that they are at your defence and 
honoured that they read your work and provided feedback.2 
Tell folks what attracted you to this topic and why you thought 
it was important to spend so much time working on it. Do not 
summarize the thesis per se, let alone read the abstract, as that 
insults the examiners who have done just that, but rather 
personalize it, make it come alive, as to why you wanted to do 
this, given your personal or academic background, or 
something you read, or something you came across on the web 
or a blog, or in class, or in the workplace. Show you OWN this 
and you feel strongly about its importance.  

2. Development (approximately 3 minutes): Outline broadly what 
you did in terms of scale, coverage, method, in limiting the 
topic to manageable size, for about a 1.5 minutes max, and (for 

                                                        
1 Thesis graduates recommend having wine on hand when reading comments 
2 It’s ok if, in your head, you are replacing the words “thankful” and “honoured” with “terrified” and 
“anxious”. 



another 1.5 minutes) then outline the areas that time and space 
did not allow you to investigate (but don’t cast this as a 
negative, or a failing on your part), but rather that your work is 
suggestive in a positive sense in delineating additional research 
in this area would yield even more good results, additional 
reinforcement or qualification, and then outline from your 
conclusion what some such additional or spin-off research 
topics or probes by others (or yourself down the line someday) 
might be.  

3. Conclusion (approximately 3 minutes): Conclude by how your 
research and findings will have an impact – or at least have the 
potential to have an impact – to improve archival 
concepts/theory/strategy/thinking, and especially actual 
archival (and recordkeeping) practice, thus producing a better 
historical record of society, with is now being lost almost 
entirely in the digital era etc etc, and then end with a juicy 
quote or poignant example that snaps the argument home 
nicely, and end by saying that you look forward to their 
discussions.  

Revision  
You should plan to read the entire text of the thesis through again a day or two 
before the board, so you have “mastery” (i.e, Master of Arts means just that) of it 
at your fingertips in discussing your work or responding to questions about it, 
being able to flip to a key page and find something, not fumbling around. You 
should also bring a hardcopy with you to consult. A laptop is also allowed. 
 
You will receive feedback from your panelists prior to the defence. Your panel 
may ask different questions but most questions will be based on the feedback they 
provided, and some questions will be word for word taken from the comments so 
it is helpful to prepare answers to these questions and have notes or responses on 
hand at the defence. 
 
Prior to your defence, you should meet with your advisor to go over the questions 
and address any issues or concerns you might have about the defence or 
comments from the panel. 
  

The Defence  
At the start of your defence, the Grad Chair will quickly go over how things will proceed (and 
remind you that you are not there to be attacked but rather to have a discussion about your work 
and explore what parts of your thesis could be strengthened, or what new avenues could be 
pursued. The board will then ask you to step outside so that they can take approximately 5 



minutes to do introductory set-up stuff (including setting up speaking orders, mentioning 
possible prizes, etc.) and remind newbie profs who haven’t done one of these of the “rules”. Then 
you come in and the board formally starts with your presentation.  
  
Do remember that you are NOT a target being shot at, but rather engaging in a conversation 
about something you now know better than anyone else in the room, with people interested 
enough in your work to give up two full days of busy lives to read the thesis, write their reports, 
and attend the exam!  
   
Following your opening statement, each examiner has about 12-15 minutes for 3-4 questions 
each and your responses, then there is an optional round of 5 minutes each for one additional 
question they may have or that the discussion suggested. Throughout this time, your advisor will 
be taking notes as you talk. Then you leave the room, and the members deliberate. Your advisor 
remains in the room throughout the deliberation. The reviewers then decide on your result, which 
you are then told. Keep in mind that your advisor is your advocate while they are in the room.  
You have someone who can speak up on your behalf if required.3 
  
Before you completely check out, you will need to fill out forms provided by the grad chair.  
You will also need to confirm your thesis title which will be sent on to Grad Studies. The 
examiners will give their copies of your thesis to your advisor with any typos or errors circled. 
After the examiners leave, you will have a post-mortem right there, and discuss all the needed 
revisions while they are fresh in your minds and confirm the dates for getting those done on time 
so you can graduate when planned. You and your advisor will also consider any larger issues 
raised in the exam or in the reviewers’ reports that require changes – usually a paragraph added 
here or there, the conclusion tweaked a little, something explained, additional future possible 
research topics listed, a missing definition added – that sort of thing.4   
   
Post-Defence  
You must make the revisions that you have discussed with your advisor. Your advisor then has 
to look your revisions over and certify to Grad Studies that they have been made in the spirit of 
the board's requests for changes or clarifications. After you’ve done your revisions, send them to 
your advisor (electronically). After your advisor has revised your changes, you will make last 
minute tweakings, if anything was amiss, and your own final-final thoughts, and then print 
convert the file into an unsecured (not password protected) PDF file. Name the file as your last 
name and first name (e.g., master_archives.pdf). The Title and Author values in your PDF 
properties must match your thesis Title and Author. Then, you must then submit the FINAL 
thesis pdf to MSpace by the deadline date which corresponds to your designated graduation date.  
                                                        
3 While you wait for your result, if any family or friends have come to your defence (possibly against your 
will), it is nice to have support as you may wait outside the defence room for more than 10 minutes. 
4 Your brain may be dead but take detailed notes of this conversation. It will help with the edits later, after 
you have slept. 



 
**To submit the thesis to mspace you have to create an account and follow their submission 
guidelines (such as format, key search words and the electronic abstract) Don’t worry it’s 
straight forward! 
 
Printing 
The Master is required to arrange printing of the thesis (1 for your supervisor and additional 
personal copies) with the U of M print shop. Hardcopies should be bound with a black cover. 
There should be no writing on the front cover and gold lettering on the spine. The lettering 
should read as follows: 
 
LAST NAME, First name M.A. 2015 UM/UW 
 
YOU’RE DONE!!!!!!!!!  
 

Example of Opening Statement 
 

Thank	you	very	much	for	taking	the	time,	especially	so	close	to	the	holidays,	to	agree	to	be	on	my	

defence	board,	for	reading	my	thesis,	and	for	your	valuable	comments.	I	am	honoured	to	have	such	

a	diverse	group	of	professional	commentators	providing	me	with	feedback. 

Since	it	 is	the	holiday	season	I	thought	that	I	would	start	with	an	anecdote	that	is	associated	with	

the	Messiah,	Handel’s	oratorio	that	is	often	sung	this	time	of	year.	It	is	said	that	King	George	II,	after	

a	 performance	 of	 Handel’s	 music,	 complimented	 the	 composer,	 saying,	 “thank	 you,	 you	 have	

entertained	 us	 royally,”	 to	 which	 Handel	 replied,	 “thank	 you	 sir,	 but	 I	 had	 hoped	 to	 make	 you	

better.”	 I	 believe	music	 does	make	 us	 better.	Music	 relaxes,	 excites,	 educates,	 and	 engages	 our	

mind	and	body	in	a	way	that	no	other	activity	can.	It	is	both	a	personal	activity	and	a	social	one.	It	is	

used	 to	 tell	 stories,	 to	 transmit	 knowledge,	 to	 reflect	 on	 experiences,	 and	 to	 commemorate	

important	events. 

Because	 music	 is	 such	 a	 powerful	 communication	 tool,	 one	 can	 study	 how	 a	 culture	 reacts	 to	

political	 and	 social	 events	 through	 its	 music	 (for	 example,	 the	 protest	 music	 of	 the	 1960s).	

Conversely,	one	can	study	how	music	is	shaped	by	the	political	and	social	environment	(for	example	

through	 government	 sanctions	 on	music	 –	 in	 the	 Soviet	 Union,	 or	 promotion	 of	 certain	 types	 of	

music	–	broadcast	content	 in	Canada),	and	how	music,	 implicitly	and	explicitly,	communicates	the	

values	of	a	culture.	Whether	directly	 in	the	music	or	 in	the	context	that	surrounds	the	music	 (the	



contexts	of	 creation,	of	 the	creators,	of	 the	audiences,	and	 the	broader	 societal	 circumstances)	–	

music	serves	as	a	vehicle	for	communicating	the	past.	Music	itself	is	an	archive. 

Entering	the	archival	studies	program	I	had	hoped	that	I	would	be	able	to	bring	my	experience	and	

interest	in	music	to	the	study	of	archives.	I	was	delighted	to	find	out	that	current	archival	appraisal	

theory	was	 in	harmony	with	my	view	of	music;	 that	 in	both	cases,	 the	process	of	creation	 is	very	

central	 and	much	valued.	Within	archival	 appraisal,	one	analyzes	 the	activities	and	 functions	of	a	

record	creator,	and	this	process	is	often	called	functional	analysis.	Within	music	this	translates	to	an	

analysis	of	what	American	musicologist	Christopher	Small	has	called	musicking.	Musicking,	which	I	

used	 throughout	my	 thesis,	 describes	 the	 action	 of	making	music,	 in	 any	 capacity,	whether	 it	 be	

composing,	performing,	organizing,	hearing,	promoting,	or	critiquing	the	music	(to	name	but	a	few	

examples	of	how	one	can	be	musicking). 

My	thesis	brings	functional	analysis	and	musicking	together	by	analyzing,	 in	a	systematic	way,	the	

various	functions	of	musicking.	In	order	to	provide	context	for	such	functional	analysis,	I	needed	to	

provide	some	background	on	musicking	in	our	culture	in	general	(for	which	I	chose	Canada	as	that	

framing	culture).	I	also	needed	to	summarize	current	archival	appraisal	theory	and	explain	archival	

functional	analysis.	I	then	took	functional	analysis	a	step	further	with	the	suggestion	that	a	strategy	

to	systematic	appraise	and	acquire	musicking	records	is	needed,	and	I	suggested	a	documentation	

strategy.	With	that	theoretical	foundation,	and	based	on	my	research,	I	discerned	four	functions	of	

musicking	and	provided	general	examples	 from	primary	and	secondary	sources	 to	 illustrate	 those	

functions.	 I	 then	 applied	 those	 functions	 to	 current	 archival	 collections	 –	 to	 see	 if	my	 functional	

designations	applied	 to	musicking	collections,	and	 to	evaluate	 the	archival	value	of	 the	musicking	

collections.	 I	did	a	general	analysis	of	acquisition	across	Canada	and	 the	 type	of	 records	acquired	

and	 then	 I	 looked	 at	Manitoba	 as	 a	 specific	 case	 study	 to	 explore	 in	more	 depth	 the	 acquisition	

practices	and	the	diversity	of	functions	in	the	musicking	records. 

Due	to	the	limitations	of	space	and	time,	there	were	a	few	avenues	of	research	that	I	intentionally	

did	 not	 explore.	 Firstly,	 I	 did	 not	 provide	 a	 detailed	 history	 of	musicking	 in	Manitoba.	 There	 are	

simply	not	enough	secondary	sources	for	me	to	have	provided	a	summary	of	our	province’s	music	

history.	 That	 topic	 is	 a	 thesis	 itself.	 Secondly,	 completing	 a	 full	 documentation	 strategy	 was	 not	

possible.	 The	 institutions	 that	 were	 analyzed	 were	 chosen	 to	 be	 representative	 of	 archival	



institutions,	 and	 chosen	because	 they	have	a	well	developed	archival	program	and	diverse	 set	of	

records,	but	I	could	not	look	at	every	archival	institution	nor	every	possible	musicking	collection	in	

the	 province.	 Thirdly,	 it	 was	 not	 possible	 to	 do	 a	 thorough	 investigation	 of	 all	 of	 the	 ideal	

institutions	across	Canada	that	preserve	and	make	accessible	musicking	records.	I	note	some	in	my	

conclusion,	but	a	meaningful	understanding	of	these	 institutions	would	again,	 in	 itself,	be	a	thesis	

topic.	 That	 said,	 based	 on	my	 analysis,	 I	 do	 believe	 that	 there	 are	 elements	 from	 these	 various	

institutions	that	a	Manitoba	institution	could	be	modeled	after,	making	our	music	archive	workable	

for	our	province,	which	is	why	I	included	them	as	potential	models. 

Despite	these	limitations,	I	hope	that	my	research	and	findings	will	have	an	impact.	I	certainly	hope	

that	more	 research	 on	Manitoba’s	music	 history	 is	 done.	 Researchers	 such	 as	 Owen	 Clark,	 John	

Einarson,	and	the	non-profit	group	Manitoba	Music	Experience	are	all	working	to	raise	awareness	

about	the	diverse	musical	traditions	in	our	province	through	film,	books,	and	museum	exhibits.	I	am	

in	contact	with	John	Einarson	and	the	Manitoba	Music	Experience	and	hope	that	I	will	be	able	to	be	

a	part	of	their	next	project. 

I	also	sincerely	hope	that	the	work	that	I	have	done	will	enable	archival	institutions	in	Manitoba	to	

have	a	better	understanding	of	the	musicking	records	that	have	been	acquired.	My	work	could	be	

used	 to	 aid	 researchers	 studying	 the	music	 of	Manitoba.	 This	 past	 summer	 I	 had	 the	privilege	of	

meeting	two	researchers	from	out	of	town	who	are	studying	Manitoba’s	early	music,	and	so	know	

that	there	are	a	few	of	us	out	there.	As	well,	I	hope	that	my	research	will	inform	institutions	about	

future	appraisal	and	acquisition	of	musicking	records.	Ideally,	I	would	hope	that	the	documentation	

strategy	will	be	fully	carried	out	and	that	a	more	complete	record	of	musicking	in	Manitoba	will	be	

preserved	and	made	accessible. 

More	broadly,	I	hope	that	the	identification	of	these	functions	of	musicking	helps	to	inform	further	

work	 on	 appraising	 other	 artistic	 records,	 not	 only	 those	 from	 music	 but	 also	 from	 art,	 dance,	

literature,	and	film.	And	I	hope	that	this	thesis	adds	another	view	to	the	ongoing	dialogue	about	the	

applicability	of	appraisal	strategies	for	private	records. 

In	preparing	this	introduction	I	wanted	to	finish	with	some	inspiring	words	about	the	meaning	and	

value	of	music.	Interestingly,	I	found	exactly	what	I	was	looking	for	right	here	at	home.	On	the	front	

page	 of	Manitoba’s	 elementary	 school	 music	 curriculum	website,	 readers	 are	 told	 that	 students	



need	to	“connect	music	to	contexts	of	time,	place,	and	community,	and	develop	an	understanding	

of	how	music	 reflects	and	 influences	culture	and	 identity.”	 I	hope	 that	my	 thesis	will	help	 in	 that	

process	 of	 understanding	 the	 rich	 heritage	 and	 meaning	 of	 music.	 I	 now	 look	 forward	 to	 our	

discussion.	Thank	you. 

 


