Scheduling Dissertation Defenses
In the best of all possible worlds, you will wait to defend your dissertation until you have a complete, finished, polished manuscript.  That timing will assure the most productive discussion at the defense (as well as making much more likely the award of “distinction”).  It is not, however, always possible to wait until you have a truly final draft of your dissertation to defend.  The following circumstances are legitimate reasons to defend early:

1) You have a job or post-doc in hand that requires that you have defended the dissertation by a certain date.

2) Your dissertation chair and/or other key members of the dissertation committee can be physically present if you defend a bit early, but not otherwise.

Even if you need to defend early, the text of the dissertation should be complete before the defense.  Footnotes may be incomplete, illustrations or tables missing, or the bibliography partial and the prose can be in need of editing and refinement, but dissertations should not be defended with missing chapters or pieces of chapters.  It is very difficult to have a productive discussion of a partial manuscript; it is therefore better to complete the entire dissertation, even if the prose is rough in sections, then to leave sections missing. 

The possible outcomes of dissertation defenses are the following:

1) Pass with no revisions

2) Pass with minor revisions

3) Pass with major revisions

4) Fail
If you receive a pass with no or minor revisions you are required to graduate within two quarters. 

If you receive a pass with major revisions you are required to graduate within three quarters.

Dissertations must be approved by your chair and by the chair of the department before they can be submitted.  You should, therefore, count on having the completely finished (and formatted) dissertation ready 8 weeks before graduation date.

One the dissertation is submitted it will become a public, unchangeable document, available to all.   It is, obviously, important that that document be one that represents you and your capacities well to the scholarly community.   
