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Oral Defence Proceedings – Pro-Dean guidelines 

*Also consult the Pro-Dean Additional Guidelines for Zoom defences (separate pdf) 
 

Prior to the Oral Defence 

Verify the thesis format and ensure it includes an abstract, general introduction, connecting text between 
chapters, explicit statements of author contribution, and general discussion. 

 
At the Oral Defence 
 

Convene private pre-defence session 

o Verify that all members are present 
o Obtain confirmation from supervisor that all program requirements have been fulfilled 
o Establish order/ timing of questions, taking into account the norms of the Unit (Department, School 

or Faculty) 
o Verify that exceptional requests have been approved by GPS prior to the defence (e.g. 

for in-person defences: a committee member attending via videoconference) 

 

Open and chair public session 

o Introduce the student 
o Explain the timing of the public session 

▪ 20-minute presentation by the student 
▪ Questions by the oral defence committee (~60-90 minutes) 
▪ Questions by the audience (only applicable for in-person defences) 

o Monitor timing 
 
Convene a private deliberation session 

o Achieve consensus or vote for outcome on overall decision of thesis and Oral Defence ("Passed" or 
one of three "Not Passed" outcomes; see page 3-4 for definitions) 

o Obtain written confirmation/signatures on Certificate of Oral Defence from Committee Members 
(if there is a dissenting member, see page 4 – section 4c) 

o Delegate committee member, normally the supervisor, to oversee any revisions 
o Remind committee members to return all copies of the thesis to the student; remind 

supervisor to give examiners’ reports to the student 
 

After the Oral Defence 

The Oral Defence Certificate should be signed by all members of the Committee (for in-
person defences), or by the Pro-Dean on behalf of the Committee, based on their email 
confirmations (for Zoom defences), and sent to thesis.gps@mcgill.ca (along with the 
Committee email confirmations, if applicable). 
 

 

 

Contact GPS immediately if: 
 

• Any irregularities are determined at the pre-defence (e.g., plagiarism) 

• A committee member is absent 
 

GPS Thesis contact: thesis.gps@mcgill.ca  
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Role of the Pro‐Dean 

As Pro-Dean, you serve as representative of the Dean of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies and chair the 
oral defence. Your primary responsibility is to ensure that the defence is carried out with fairness to the 
student and with respect for the academic standards of the University. As a moderator of the proceedings, 
you should ensure that exchanges between the committee members and the student are conducted in a 
productive and mutually respectful manner. In the event that the thesis or defence is judged not to meet 
the requirements for fulfillment of the degree and another defence is warranted, it is expected that you will 
be asked to participate. 

You are not present in an evaluative role and are not a voting member of the committee. You are not to 
review or examine the academic quality of the thesis, except to ensure that it meets the format 
requirements of the University. 

 
 

Specific Responsibilities of the Pro‐Dean 

1. Prior to the oral defence 

You will receive the Certificate of Oral Defence, the official examiners’ reports, and a copy of the thesis. You 
must verify that the thesis includes the following components: 

 

a) a table of contents; 

b) a brief abstract in both English and French; 

c) a general introduction, including a statement of rationale and objectives of the research, as well as 
a comprehensive review of the literature (in addition to that covered in the introduction to each 
paper in the case of a manuscript-based thesis); 

d) for manuscript-based theses: transition/connecting texts between chapters; 

e) explicit statements of the contributions of others (if any) to the research, which must be in the 
acknowledgments or preface of a standard format thesis, or in a specific section of the preface 
entitled “Contribution of Authors,” in the case of a manuscript-based thesis; and 

f) a final conclusion and summary. 
 

2. At the private pre‐defence meeting 
 

a) Verify that all committee members are present. 

b) If a member of the oral defence committee has judged there to be plagiarism in the thesis, 
contact the Thesis unit immediately and postpone the Defence. 

c) Determine normal practices of the Unit and establish the order in which the committee 
members will ask questions at the Defence, the approximate time for each examiner to ask 
questions, and who will ask questions raised in the external examiner’s written report. 
Determine the process for a second round of questioning, and whether or not questions from 
the audience will be invited (only possible for in-person defences). 

https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/thesis/thesis-guidelines/preparation
https://www.mcgill.ca/gps/thesis/thesis-guidelines/preparation/manuscript-based-article-based-theses
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3. Open (public) session 

a) Immediately after the pre-defence meeting, the committee moves into open session (possibly in 
another room). Welcome the student and admit other members of the University and the 
student’s invited guests who wish to attend. Attendance by those other than the oral defence 
committee at an in-person defence is at your discretion as you are responsible for ensuring 
good order throughout the examination. 

b) Introduce the student and invite them to summarize the thesis (approximately 20 minutes). 

c) Monitor the question period from the committee members according to the order established in 
the pre-defence meeting (approximately 60-90 minutes). You may ask a question(s) at your own 
discretion, usually briefly and at the conclusion of the question period. 

d) Invite questions from the audience if this is common to Unit practices (for in-person defences only; no 

audience questions are possible during a Zoom defence). 
 

4. Private session: Deliberation of oral defence 

a) Ask the student and audience to withdraw for the committee’s private session. The committee is 
to determine if: 

1) the thesis meets the academic standards necessary for partial fulfillment of the PhD; and 

2) the student effectively communicated a level of knowledge and understanding 
supporting the thesis and commensurate with that of the PhD degree in the oral defence. 

 

b) It is highly desirable that the committee reach a consensus. If a consensus is not reached, 
you must call for a formal vote of all members of the committee (you are not a voting 
member). The decision will be made by a simple majority. These deliberations should be as 
prompt as possible, but in no case take longer than 60 minutes. 

 
Outcomes of the Oral Defence: There are four possible outcomes of an oral defence: a "Passed" 
outcome and three "Not Passed" outcomes. 

 
PASSED 

If the committee feels that the thesis and the responses to questions raised in the defence meet 
appropriate academic standards for the granting of the PhD degree, the student will be judged to 
have passed the defence. 

 
If the committee determines that minor revisions (i.e., stylistic or editorial changes) are necessary 
for the thesis to fulfill the academic standards necessary for partial fulfillment of the degree, the 
Pro-Dean must delegate one member of the committee, usually the supervisor, to ensure that the 
student carries out the required changes. 

 
NOT PASSED 

 
If the committee determines that the thesis or oral defence does not meet appropriate academic 

standards for the PhD and would require, for example, major revisions to the text and/or additional 

study, it must decide between the following three "Not Passed" outcomes: 
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Thesis not passed: The oral defence is satisfactory but the thesis does not meet PhD degree 
standards. If this is the first "Not Passed" outcome, the student is allowed to submit a revised 
version of the thesis within six (6) months to the oral defence committee who will then evaluate 
the revised thesis without another oral defence. 

 
Oral defence not passed: The thesis is satisfactory but the oral defence does not meet PhD 
degree standards. If this is the first "Not Passed" outcome, the student is allowed to conduct 
another oral defence within six (6) months without the submission of a revised thesis. 

 
Thesis and oral defence not passed: Both the thesis and oral defence do not meet PhD degree 
standards. If this is the first "Not Passed" outcome, the student is allowed to submit a revised 
version of the thesis within six (6) months to the oral defence committee, who will then evaluate 
the revised thesis and conduct another oral defence. 

 
Note: If the student has a previous "Not Passed" decision on an initial thesis or Certificate of Oral 
Defence, a second "Not Passed" decision will result in withdrawal from the University. 

 

c) Ensure that the committees’ decision ("Passed" or one of three "Not Passed" outcomes) is clearly 
indicated on the Certificate of Oral Defence and that all members of the oral defence committee either 
sign the form indicating the decision (for in-person defences), or email the decision to the Pro-Dean 
(Zoom defences). In case of disagreement, the dissenting member of the committee should write a 
letter to the Dean of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies explaining the reasons for disagreement with 
the majority decision of the committee. 

 
If the committee judged that either the thesis or the defence (or both) did not meet the standards for 
the degree (one of three "Not Passed" outcomes), the Pro-Dean must: 

1) Summarize the reasons for the decision; 
2) Indicate required revisions to the thesis; 
3) Determine the deadline for submission of the revised thesis, if required (up to six months); 

4) Determine the deadline for reconvening the oral defence, if required; 

5) Outline any other actions needed; and 

6) Delegate a member of the committee, usually the supervisor, to ensure that the student 
carries out the required changes to the written thesis and/or complies with other 
stated conditions. 

7) Submit a written record of the decision and subsequent actions outlined above to GPS 
with the Certificate of Oral Defence. 

8) Within a week of the oral defence, inform the student in writing of the decision and 
subsequent actions to be taken. 

 

d) End the private session and convey the decision to the student.  
 

e) In case of a "Not Passed" decision, you have further responsibilities. These will be explained when 
you submit the Certificate of Oral Defence to the Thesis Office. 
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5. After the oral defence 
 

a) The supervisor will have been forwarded a copy of the examiners' reports. Please remind the supervisor 
to give the reports to the student. 

 

b) The Oral Defence Certificate should be signed by all members of the Committee (for in-
person defences), or by the Pro-Dean on behalf of the Committee, based on their email 
confirmations (for Zoom defences), and sent to thesis.gps@mcgill.ca (along with the 
Committee email confirmations, if applicable). 

 
 

Thank you for your valuable contribution to graduate studies! 
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