
UNC MFA 
GUIDELINES FOR ORAL THESIS DEFENSE 
 

- The oral defense is an opportunity for MFA candidates to professionally present and discuss 
their work and defend their decisions in what they've created and presented as their thesis 
work. The main focus of the defense is the thesis work / exhibition(s). 

- The main goal of the defense is to situate and contextualize the work and explicate decisions 
that were made along the way. This should include formal, material, theoretical, and conceptual 
or content-driven explorations that led them to the thesis work.   

- The defense / artist talk does not need to be a strict chronological narrative, but it can follow 
some chronology if it is appropriate in defending / explaining the work and what lines of inquiry 
the work is coming from. 

- The thesis defense is *not* a chronological narrative of the student's entire course of graduate 
study. It should be a focused, in-depth examination and contextualization of the work, and 
should include questions, concepts, and formal concerns that shape the work.  

- The talk should be 30 minutes.  
- The talk is a professional artist talk about your work, with your thesis work as the main 

headlining work. 
 

DO 
- Start with your thesis: what you do and what your work is about 
- Stick to a pattern found in formulating an argument. 1, 2, 3 A, B. For example: 

o Feminism 
§ Color 
§ Texture 
§ Material 

- Get to the point and don’t linger on general topics for too long as it can confuse your audience. 
- When creating your slides consider what background color works best for your work: Black 

works great when one has white walls as walls can look dirty. 
- Detail shots should fill the slide. 
- When including slides of other artists’ work, include artist name, date, size, title, material on the 

slide / screen with the image of the work 
- Define your terms. (For example: Romanticism, sublime, etc) 
- Walk your audience through the space in terms of how you arrange your image 
- What leads your talk is the work, the exhibition. That’s your thesis. Connect what you are 

saying to the work itself. All concepts / theoretical frameworks / literary references / personal 
history should connect to the material / formal.  

- Write a script and / or detailed notes and use the notes during your talk. You will need to submit 
notes for the Thesis Submission. 

- Use images to articulate what you’re describing so that you do not linger too long on any 
particular slide. 

- Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse! The more times you rehearse, the more times you will become 
familiar with what you are trying to say, and so the talk will be more fluid and you won’t have to 
rely on your script as much. More clarity will come with each time you do it; you’ll know your 
weaknesses in your argument / presentation and will be able to work on improving them.  



DO NOT 
 

- Do not list what is going to happen. Lists can confuse your audience who are trying to follow 
your talk. 

- Do not narrate your graduate school experience. 
- Do not read your notes or script word for word. Rehearse so that you can fluidly discuss your 

ideas without having to rely on the script itself.  
- Don’t linger on influences. They are in service to your work, your argument and your thesis. 
- Don’t try to talk extemporaneously. Balance staying on track with notes, which gets easier with 

practice and experience. 
- Don’t read everything: engage those around you and be conscious of possible nervous 

gestures. 
- Don’t forget to practice. The first 10 minutes are the hardest. Test your voice in the room. 
- Don’t repeat. You are building an argument. 
- Don’t talk about influences all at the same time. Lingering on influences (especially if they are 

artists working in your field) should be limited. 


