TIPS ON GIVING A SHORT SCIENTIFIC TALK

Modified from W. D. Blaker

Organization
1.
It is especially important to have a clear organization and purpose when the talk is short.  There is no time for wandering or for numerous silent pauses.  First, do not restate your title slide.  The session chair will introduce you and state the title of your talk.  You might start with a short (less than one minute) “hook” at the very beginning (even before further slides are shown) to spark the listeners’ interest in the topic and to explain why this topic is important.  Some prefer to include a slide showing an outline of the talk at the beginning, but this is not necessary and will use valuable time.  Scientific talks should be designed to get across the information in the most clearly understandable way.  They are not intended to be stories with suspenseful climaxes, so don't refrain from "giving away the ending."

2.
You will almost certainly need to begin the main part of your talk with some background information.  If you begin with a piece of information that everyone in your audience already knows, then you will be assured of not "losing" anyone at the very outset.  Doing so makes the audience comfortable, attentive, and receptive.  You may lose some in your audience as the information and concepts necessarily become more detailed and complex, but at least you gave everyone a chance.

3.
In your introductory background, proceed in a logical "straight line" to bring the audience as quickly as possible to a position where they can understand the real points of your presentation.  There is no time to digress or explore other interesting aspects of the subject.  Include only the  information that is necessary for an understanding of the rest of your talk.

4.
At least twice in your talk, you should summarize what you have presented up to that point.  This allows you to recover people in the audience who have "bailed out" at some point because they could not follow you.  So, even though they may not understand the reasoning behind all the points you make along the way, you can give them the opportunity to follow the general flow of your talk.

5.
You should have a clear, strong, memorable ending.  Your ending should very briefly summarize the main points in your talk, and give those in your audience something "to take home with them."  If they followed nothing at all in your talk, at least they will know what you were trying to tell them.  Finally, clearly let your audience know that you really are done.  Say something like “Thanks for your attention.  I will be happy to answer questions.”
Delivery Style
1.
Do not try to be too humorous or dramatic in a short scientific talk.  If your joke is a good one, the audience will continue to muse about it instead of concentrating on what you say next.  If it is a bad one, they will be thinking about your lousy sense of humor.

2.
Nevertheless, you should try to fluctuate the tone of your voice and give an occasional short pause.  Such a pause after an important point will emphasize it and let it "sink in."

3.
Do not trail off at the end of your sentences—make them grammatically correct.  Most sentences make sense only if they are complete.
4.
Don’t end sentences with an uplift of voice, as if you were unsure of what you said or were asking a question.
5.
If you find yourself being nervous, try to find a couple of friendly, attentive faces in the audience.  There is almost always at least one.  Talk to these people and you will feel more confident.

6.
Try to appear relaxed and not chained to the lectern. It often helps emphasize a summary or important point to step to the side of lectern and "bring" it to the audience.  Avoid motions that are wooden or choreographed - act natural.

7.
Never voluntarily say to the audience that you are unknowledgeable, nervous or unprepared.  If you are any of these, some in the audience may gradually become aware of it.  However, telling it to your audience confirms it for those who suspected it and brings it to the attention of those who did not.  At least keep them guessing.  Revealing a weakness rarely gains the sympathy that is being solicited.

8.
Avoid talking too fast.  Following the speech of a rapid talker is mentally fatiguing, especially when the subject is complex.  If you are an uncontrollable fast talker, at least be sure to repeat your important points, in case someone misses them on the first pass.

9.
Make sure you coordinate your delivery with your visual aids.  Prepare your audience for your next slide or overhead so they will not be trying to figure it out as you are talking.  Don't put up the slide until the audience really needs to see it.  You want their attention on you, not on a slide about which you are not talking.
10.
Although word-for-word reading from a paper is normal for some disciplines, in scientific meetings it is expected that you will emulate the style of a classroom teacher or a colleague who is informally explaining something.  You should certainly practice the talk enough to know exactly what you plan to say, but use informal wording as it comes to you.
Using Notes
1.
Do not read the text directly off your slides, as this causes you to face the projector screen and to lose eye contact with your audience.

2.
It is also a bad idea to memorize your talk verbatim.  Doing so often leads to an overly rehearsed talk that alienates the audience.  You appear to be talking at them instead of to them.  In addition, you run the risk of forgetting the next prescribed word or sentence and becoming blocked.

3.
One way to use notes is to list the important points of each section of your talk on a separate note card.  Alternatively, you could write a shorter list of phrases or words on just one card, and refer to it if you "get stuck."  Some speakers rely solely on their visual aids to guide them in their talk.  If you forget what comes next, you can always go to the next slide (but, remember point 1 as well).

4.
Regardless of the level of notes you use, there are two parts of your talk that should be memorized verbatim - the first and last sentences.  This will give you crisp, strong beginnings and endings.

Protocol
1.
The moderator will introduce you and the title of your talk, so it is redundant to recite the title in your talk. However, it is customary to have a title slide, and this is usually up when the speaker is introduced.

2.
Do not give extended verbal thanks or acknowledgments in a short talk.  Time is precious.  However, it is fine to finish your visual presentation with a slide that provides such information—it can be read by the audience if they care to, while you answer questions.
3.
Either you or the seminar moderator will ask for questions.  If you do not know the answer to a question, do not try to fake it.  However, do not prolong your admission of ignorance.  A simple "I don't know" is sufficient and allows the conversation to go quickly on to something else.

VISUAL AIDS IN BIOLOGICAL PRESENTATIONS

Modified from A. J. Pollard

Background

Proper use of visual aids is essential to effective presentations in the sciences and medicine.  Since seminars are usually very brief, visual aids allow more information to be presented in a short period of time, in an organized manner that will not lose the audience.


Visual aids take two general forms: illustrations and text.  Illustrations include photographs, clip art, flow charts, line drawings, graphs, tables, and the like.  In some cases, though this is uncommon, it may be appropriate to bring in an actual object (e.g. a piece of apparatus or a stuffed animal) for "show and tell."  Illustrations convey information that may be difficult to put into words; they also liven up a talk considerably.  When using illustrations, be sure they are clearly visible to your audience.  Use a pointer to direct attention to relevant details.  Distracting mannerisms to avoid when using illustrations include: staring at the screen rather than making eye contact with your audience, leaving an illustration on the screen after your talk has moved on to other points, fidgeting with the pointer or whacking/scratching it against the screen.


The use of text as a visual aid is probably less familiar to most students than the use of illustrations.   Because you are trying to present a lot of information in very little time, it helps the audience if you put key words and captions in visual form.  However, don’t go overboard here; choose your text carefully and with a purpose in mind. Although no universal guidelines exist, here are some suggestions.  

1.
When you come to major points, emphasize them with a caption slide - this is similar to reading a section heading in a long paper.  

2.
Beware of trying to put too much text on a single slide (this is also especially true for tables).  Letters should be clearly readable from the back of the room, and the audience should not be expected to concentrate for too long on a single slide. It is almost always best to use short phrases and bulleted text rather than complete sentences.  If using PowerPoint, you can keep from overwhelming a reader by bringing each point up onto the screen individually in sequence rather than showing all related points at once.  (In the 2007 version of PowerPoint, this facility is found under “Animations” and then “Custom Animations.”)  Avoid using “cute” PowerPoint ways of bringing points onto the screen—swooshes from the side, etc.  These distract the audience from what you are saying.
3.
If you are trying to explain a complicated point, you may want to put one or two carefully worded complete sentences on a slide, so that the audience can read it over several times and figure it out as you are speaking. Just be cautious when doing this – the single most commonly occurring mistake students make it to put too much text on each slide.  
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Mannerisms to avoid for illustrations apply here also.


NOTE:  Mixed media (e.g. going back and forth between projector and whiteboard, etc.) can be awkward for the presenter.  While sometimes necessary, use of mixed media should be minimized.
