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Public speaking is a necessity of professional life. 
But what do you do if, like many others, you are 
basically a shy person? Here is some advice on 
how to give talks that won't wreck your career or 
humiliate your thesis adviser.

If you plan an academ ic career, It is highly likely that 
before  you rece ive  your degree, you'll be asked to give 
a ta lk on you r research - possib ly at a national 
congress, or m aybe jus t to your departm ent. And once 
you fina lly g raduate, you'll undoubtedly find yourse lf 
s tanding behind a podium . W hatever the situation, it is 
going to m atter tha t your presentation be well received 
and that your aud ience depart w ith a favourable 
im pression.

R em em ber: Whenever you make an oral presentation, 
you are also presenting yourself. If you ram ble 
in co h e re n tly , avo id  eye con tac t, flash  illeg ib le  
transparenc ies on a screen, and seem nervous and 
confused, then your co lleagues are not only going to 
be irrita ted at having the ir tim e w asted, they 're  also 
going to question  your ab ility  to do your job. However, 
if you presen t your ideas clearly  and persuasive ly, w ith 
se lf-assurance  and skill, you will com e across as a 
reasonable, o rderly person who has respect for the 
aud ience and a clear, insightfu l m ind. W ith th is thought 
in m ind, here are a few  guide lines to  po in t you in the 
right d irection.

Gauge your audience

The c lass ic  d ilem m a facing scientific  speakers is 
decid ing at w hat level to pitch a presentation w hen the 
aud ience cons is ts  o f both novices and experts. The 
m ost com m on error is to p lay only to the experts, the 
ra tionale be ing tha t the experts ' op in ion m atter the 
m ost and that everyone  else in the audience w ill at 
least leave th ink ing you are a c lever person. W rong. If 
you m ake your ta lk  so techn ica l tha t only a few  can 
understand it, your aud ience will resent you not only 
fo r w asting  the ir tim e but a lso fo r v io la ting the im plicit

contract that a speaker has w ith the audience to 
always be c lear and understandable.

Experienced speakers genera lly  devote the first half or 
tw o-th irds of a presentation to  a carefu l in troduction of 
the top ic  and save the highly technica l m aterial for the 
last few  m inutes. In th is  way, the beginners can 
understand a s ign ifican t part of the presentation, and 
the experts w ill learn som e of the fine points. Most 
im portan tly , eve ryone  w ill end up respecting  the 
speaker as an authority  on the subject who is also 
attuned to the  aud ience and respectful o f the varied 
needs of those  in it. I am also apprecia tive of speakers 
w ho sum m arize  at the very end the key points they ’d
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like me to rem em ber. That w ay if I've dozed through 
part of the  ta lk  or jus t fa iled to understand it, I at least 
w alk out o f the room  w ith the m ajor ideas reverberating 
in my head.

F it y o u r  t a lk  to  th e  a l lo t te d  t im e

M any cons ider it a lm ost a capita l crim e for a speaker 
to exceed her a llo tted tim e. It is not unusual fo r a 
session chairperson at a conference to be qu ite  abrupt 
w ith a speaker w ho ram bles on after the  tim er has 
sounded. Even in less form al settings, a speaker who 
ignores the  prescribed tim e lim it will qu ickly a lienate 
nearly everyone in the audience. Never, ever, speak 
past your allotted time. To do so is e x trem e ly  
egotistica l, and even if your aud ience is courteous 
enough to  let you continue, they wili not forg ive  your 
rudeness.

But in, say, 10 m inutes, how can you possib ly convey 
the s ign ificance of the w ork tha t you sweated over for 
the past two years? Rest assured tha t all speakers 
w restle  w ith this prob lem . The key princip le  is that 
v irtua lly any top ic  can be presented in any am ount of 
tim e. One could com press the  h istory of the w orld  into 
30 seconds if necessary, or stretch out a trea tise  on 
the eating habits o f the flea  to a yearlong series of 
w eekly lectures. (Adm itted ly, it is hard to  im agine 
e ither com m anding a very large audience.)
Speakers, often e rroneously assum e tha t very short 
tim e lim its m ean they m ust em phasize genera lities and 
gloss over specifics. However, you ’ll a lm ost a lways 
give a more live ly and in teresting ta lk  if you narrow  
rather than w iden the scope of your rem arks.

For very short talks, your g reatest cha llenge w ill be to 
weed out re lentlessly any extraneous subject m atter. 
Any tables or figures tha t don 't contribute specifica lly 
to the one or tw o points you 're  m aking m ust go, no 
m atter how in teresting they m ay be in the ir own right. 
Som etim es it seem s as if speakers fear the ir main 
agenda isn ’t very in teresting, so they despera te ly  try  to 
prop up the ir ta lks w ith  d ive rting  little  s ide ligh ts. 
Unfortunately, the effect is to d is trac t the aud ience and 
m ake the ta lk d isorganized.

But w hat should you do if you ’ve got 30 m inutes worth 
of in form ation to convey and you 're  only a llow ed 20 
m inutes on the program ? Redesign ing the  scope of 
your presentation is the only acceptab le  solution. W hat 
you m ust never do is to a ttem pt to squeeze your talk 
into the perm itted  tim e s lo t by speaking  rapid ly, 
flashing through your s lides and fran tica lly  scribb ling 
on the overhead projector. A few  years ago I a ttended 
a departm ent co lloqu ium  during w hich the speaker, a 
candidate fo r a facu lty  position, zipped through m ore 
than 60 transparencies. I can 't rem em ber now  w hat his

ta lk  w as even about, but I can easily  recall how 
irritated I fe lt and how I never w anted  to see him again. 
And I never have.

Be s e n s ib le  a b o u t  tra n s p a re n c ie s

The ove rhead  p ro jec to r has in the  past decade 
becom e  the  v isua l a id  o f cho ice . E xpe rienced  
speakers often have strong op in ions about the optim al 
num ber of transparenc ies fo r a ta lk  - typ ica lly  3 to  6 for 
a 10-m inute p resenta tion , 10 to  15 fo r a ha lf-hour talk. 
A lthough you needn 't adhere  to  hard and fast rules, as 
a practical m atter you should a llow  severa l m inutes for 
an aud ience to absorb  each transparency. You'll 
thus w ant to avoid transparenc ies  tha t have only one 
or tw o lines of in form ation, ju s t as you 'll w an t to avoid 
th o se  so ja m -p a c k e d  th a t th e y  o ve rw h e lm  you r 
audience.

You needn 't w rite  ou t fu ll s e n te n ce s  on you r 
transparencies (a lthough you shou ld  certa in ly  speak in 
full sentences). But don 't ge t carried  away. It has lately 
becom e fash ionab le  to  use "bu lle ts" in presentations, 
and one o ften  sees  tra n s p a re n c ie s  th a t are 
m eaning less list of words, abbrev ia tions and sentence 
fragm ents. The genera l ru le is tha t the  transparency 
text should be concise  enough to be se lf-exp lanatory, 
but no m ore than  that.
Learn w here  the  light sw itch, focus contro l and po inter 
are located before you r talk. A lso  g ive  som e though t to 
w here  yo u ’ll stand, because  you 'll o ften be blocking the 
view  of part o f the  aud ience  if you stand beside the 
pro jector; if tha t's  case, stand next to  the  screen and 
use a po in ter. M ake sure you 've  go t a tab le  to set your 
transparenc ies and notes on, because  you w o n ’t 
p resent a very  d ign ified  im age if you 're  dow n on your 
hands and kneess shu ffling  th rough  you r papers in the 
dark.

P ra c tic e  y o u r  t a lk

Unless you are an unusua lly  g ifted speaker, you'll 
need to rehearse your ta lk  in fron t o f you r c lassm ates, 
co lleagues, spouse or friends. It is not enough to th ink 
through your rem arks, because you w o n ’t be able to 
dup lica te  the stress y o u ’ll feel in fron t o f a real 
audience. And un less you actua lly  speak aloud, you 
w on 't d iscover the  d ifficu lt transitions, the  hard-to- 
ve rba lize  ideas or the  convo lu ted  lines of reasoning 
that m ay trip  you up la ter on. W ith  a bit o f practice 
you 'll usually find tha t your de live ry  sm ooths out and 
that you 'll be able to  expand your ta lk  m ore than 
in itia lly  seem ed possib le . H ow ever, you m ust resist the 
tem pta tion  to  speak too  qu ick ly  jus t because your 
w ords have becom e fam ilia r to  you.
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I recom m end that you avoid w riting out your ta lk and 
then reading o r reciting it. A lthough speakers in non- 
sc ien tific  fie lds often  read prepared papers, it is 
considered bad form  in scientific  and technical circles, 
w h e re  a m ore  e x te m p o ra n e o u s  p resen ta tion  Is 
preferred. If you 're  using transparencies, they can 
probably serve as your notes; o therw ise just jo t down 
the outline, key ideas and transitions on note cards or 
a tablet.

W hile you practice, try  to be attuned to any nervous 
m annerism s. A void w ring ing your hands, pacing back 
and forth, fidge ting  w ith your m icrophone strap or 
jang ling  the  keys in your pocket. W e've all attended 
ta lks w here  the speaker w as so skittish that we felt like 
jum ping up and clam p ing  our arm s around him to calm 
him down. If you 're  really panicked, try taking a few 
deep breaths, gripp ing the sides of the podium  with 
both hands and d is tribu ting  your w e igh t equally on 
both feet.

D ress  a p p r o p r ia te ly

W hat you choose to w ear for your ta lk is, of course, a 
de lica te  subject, and I don 't w ant to sound like your 
m other. N e ve rth e le ss , o th e r peop le  do form  an 
im pression of you based in part on your appearance, 
and so m y adv ice  is a t least to cons ider w hat 
s ta te m e n t you r c lo th in g  is m aking . A t the  very  
m in im um , you shou ld  avoid looking like you just 
d ragged you rse lf out o f bed or staggered out o f the

hotel bar (even if true). To play it safe, you'll w ant to 
dress neatly and appropriate ly.

For men, this m eans that you shouldn 't w ear cut-offs 
and running shoes if m ost o f your m ale co lleagues are 
w earing coats and ties. And don 't overdo it e ither; if 
you dress like a W all S treet banker, you'll look 
am ateurish and unsoph istica ted. For w om en, the 
sam e general rule applies: Don’t look like a slob, but 
don ’t dress like a grandm other, either. M ost career 
counselors suggest not overdoing the jewelry, staying 
away from frilly b louses and dresses, and avoiding 
tight or o therw ise revealing c loth ing and very high 
heels. Your best bet is a ta ilored, com fortab le  dress, 
skirt and blouse, or suit.

In te ra c t  w ith  y o u r  a u d ie n c e

W hen you fina lly  present your talk, be sure not to 
ignore the people w atch ing you. Don't stare like a 
zom bie into the space above the ir heads, and don't 
focus in tently on your transparencies or the floor or 
your shoes o r a spo t on the wall. E xperienced 
speakers pick out several friend ly faces and establish 
eye contact w ith them , turn ing firs t from one person to 
another and m aking sure tha t no section of the room is 
ignored. If you try this, you'll find tha t the targets of 
your attention w ill sm ile and nod pleasantly, affirm ing 
the points you 've m ade and increasing your self- 
assurance. Y ou ’ll also have a better sense of w hether 
to speed up or slow  down, or to repeat yourself.

And don 't forget to speak up. Inexperienced speakers 
frequently use too soft a voice, as if subconsciously 
hop ing nobody w ill hea r them . If th is  happens, 
m em bers of the aud ience w ill usually shout out, 
"Louder!" but you may as well save yourse lf th is small 
e m ba rrassm en t. No m a tte r how  w ell you have 
prepared you rem arks, your ta lk w ill be a d isaster if 
your audience can 't hear you.

At the end of your talk, you'll genera lly be asked to 
respond to questions from  the floor. Inexperienced 
speakers often dread th is m om ent, because it seem s 
they run the risk of being hum ilia ted or exposed as 
ignorant or having the ir entire presentation invalidated 
by a questioner's  a llusion to  an unfam iliar paper. 
Actually, it is not d ifficu lt to escape from the question 
session w ith your d ign ity  intact, provided you never fail 
to be so lic itous and respectfu l o f your questioner and 
you avoid getting into public argum ents. The general 
idea is tha t you - not your questioner - are in the 
dom inant position in the room . From the perspective of 
the audience, the scales are tipped so strongly in your 
favor tha t if you d isp lay even a hint of argum entative or 
condescend ing behaviour, you'll be viewed as a bully 
and lose the sym pathy of everyone in the room. (You'll
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also run the risk o f p rovoking friends of the  questioner 
to spring to the rescue and really nail you.) W ith that 
general precaution in m ind, here are a few  specific 
gu idelines to  ensure  your surviva l:

- Let your q ues tione r fin ish  the  question . Som e 
speakers get so excited and nervous tha t they 
in terrupt the questioner in m id-sentence to b lurt out 
an answer to  the question  they think is being asked. 
This habit is very irrita ting to the audience, w ho may 
not be as adept at reading m inds as you. It's far 
better to b ite your tongue and let the questioner 
drone on; you can use the free tim e to co llect your 
thoughts.

- Be prepared to rephrase the question. If the room is 
large or the questioner has a w eak voice, you should 
a lways repeat the question  fo r the benefit of the 
aud iance. It is a lso im portan t to rephrase the 
question succinctly  if, as frequently  happens, the 
questioner is confused or d isorganized. Y our goal 
should be to m ake the questioner seem  as in te lligent 
and perceptive  as possib le, even if the person is a 
com ple te  dunderhead.

- Keep your answ ers short. Stick to the  po in t and don't 
use the answ er as an opportun ity  to d igress to a 
related subject. Usually a protracted answ er sends 
the m essage that you aren 't really sure of yourse lf 
and so are try ing to cover all the bases. A w ord ly 
response m akes a bad im pression on the audience, 
especia lly if it's near the end of the session and 
they're  anxious to m eet the ir friends at the lobby bar.

Confess your ignorance. If you should be throw n a 
curveball, don 't respond de fensive ly  or w ith irritation.
It is tar better to say, "I'm  sorry, I'm not fam ilia r with 
that paper" or "I haven ’t considered tha t po in t yet." 
O f course, if you find tha t you 've  never read any of 
the papers or considered any ot the po in ts raised by 
your questioners, then perhaps you should consider 
another profession.

D e flec t hos tile  q ues tions . O ne day you may 
e n co u n te r an ang ry  o r a g g re ss ive  ques tione r. 
A lthough the experience is d istressing, there 's really

no need to panic. R em em ber tha t nobody likes a 
public d isp lay of be lligerence, so the aud ience will 
instinctive ly  take  your side. No m atter how  angry you 
feel, you m ust resist the  tem pta tion  to fight back with 
a snappy re tort or put-dow n. And never a rgue with 
your questioner. Instead, s im ply say som eth ing like 
"I am sory, but it appears w e have a d iffe rence  of 
opin ion. This p robab ly  isn 't the p rope r forum  for a 
debate, but I'll be happy to d iscuss the m atter w ith 
you in priva te ." There  w ill be p lenty of tim e later for 
you to  get even w ith the  creep.

Now a final b it o f advice. E veryone know s that a good 
joke or tw o can liven up a presen ta tion . However, 
unless you 're  a na tu ra lly  funny person, I'd recom m end 
laying off the canned hum or. The little anecdote  that 
sent your good-tim e budd ies into convu ls ions the night 
before over a p itcher of beer m ay have qu ite  a d iffe rent 
e ffect on the stone-faced  s trangers w atch ing you in the 
cold light of m orn ing. Tha t's  one lesson you don 't w ant 
to learn firsthand. T rust me.
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