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Part 2: Toward Attractive Oral
Presentation

Roy Henk and Nigel Ward

This Part consists of two Americans advice to
Japanese preparing to give talksin English at

international conferences.
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Chap. 1. Why Good Talks are
Essential for
International
Audiences

Giving a good talk is important --- and even
more important at international conferences.
One reason is that Americans and
Europeans seldom read the proceedings
after the conference, so your presentation is your
only chance to communicate with them. A
deeper reason has to do with culture...

Scholars have different roles in different
cultures. In Europethereisalong tradition of
debate: the person who could speak most
convincingly was judged the best scholar. In
America scholars are expected to communicate
well --- it's not enough to know your field: it's
(more?) important to look and sound good.
Presentation style is critical when persuading
your boss to raise your salary, when convincing
investors to put capital into your company, or
when selling your ideas or products to the public.
In general, westerners seem to vaue clever
speech more than most Japanese; it is very
common to judge a person's worth by how
well he speaks.

What about Japan? What is the traditional
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expectation of scholars in Japan? Waell, it
seems that many researchers in Japan, rather than
resembling lawyers, TV-stars, or salesmen, are
more similar to monks --- working patiently,
speaking little, and only presenting their work
in a quiet, diffident voice.  This style is, of
course, not effective at international conferences.
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Chap. 2. Getting Comfortable
with Groups

An essentia prerequisite to giving good talks
is the ability to speak comfortably and
convincingly in front of crowd. In
America, for example, "introverted" people,
which includes most Engineers and Scientists,
are often advised (and sometimes forced) to
become more comfortable speaking to large
groups of people.

How can you get comfortable being on stage,
as the focus of attention of a large group?
Practice is very important. (In America there
exist speciad groups and courses for this:
Toastmasters, Dae Carnegie, even acting
classes) Of course, you may not have time to
get involved in one of these groups in time for
your next presentation. But there is one simple
thing you can do: adopt the right attitude to your
audience.  Think of the listeners as your
friends, or even your students. They are, after
al, eager to learn from you, and they have
willingly surrendered control and attention to
you for a few minutes, and they trust you to tell
them something interesting.
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Chap. 3. The Steps of Preparing
a Talk

Of course, there are many ways to go about
preparing a talk. We have found the following
technique aone good way to prepare talks that
are easy to listen to and understand. For
detailed pointers and suggestions for each step of
this process, refer to Part 1 of this hand-out.

To start preparing a talk, take your paper and
cut it into "chunks" big enough for a slide.
Typically one or two paragraphs will become
one chunk. If you have graphs and figures, al
the better: they also become chunks.

Get a stack of small sheets of paper
(maybe 8cm by 12cm). This is so that it's
impossible to write too much content on each.
Now, for each "chunk" of your paper, write the
key ideas on asheet of paper. What you write
will be keywords, organized in a way to
visually suggest their relation. When
you've done this, you have outlined your paper
and also, incidentally, made the first draft of your
slides.

Now practice speaking out loud, using

the slides as memory-aids.  Are you happy with
the flow of ideas?Isthe duration of the talk
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roughly ok?

Redo the slides, and give the talk again.
Are you happy with what's written on the slides?
A deaf person should be able to get most of the
content of your talk, just by looking at the slides.

Refine your cards once again, and rehearse
again.

Now think about how your audience will
react to your talk. To do this it's important to
know your audience. It isimportant to find
out what sort of people will be present, so you
can talk in a way that they!ll appreciate. Think
about what they don't know (they don't know
why problem X is important, they dont know
about experimental technique Y), or their
mistaken opinions (they dont realize that
proposal Z fails in practice), or their different
interests (theyre more interested in the
applications of this to task X), or their different
intelligence (they wont understand this idea
unless it's explained very carefully), or their
different mood (theyll be tired, and so even
obvious things will have to be explicit). A
common mistake is to aim your talk at yourself,
but instead you must deliberately aim it to reach
your audience.

Now translate the cards into English.
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(If youre comfortable thinking in English, you
can do this step sooner.) As arule of thumb, it is
possible to say between 100 and 180 words of
English a minute, and till be understandable;
120-140 is probably a reasonable speed,
especially for non-native speakers.

Now the ideas are on the dlides, and you can
start focus on polishing the spoken part of
the talk. In atalk based on OHPs, your main
task as a speaker is to simply explain the dides.
This involves speaking the keywords that are on
the dides, and adding the extra words to make
complete sentences.  More important, you have
to put each of the ideas into perspective.
For each idea, mention whether it's important or
trivial, good or bad, old or new, and so on.
Also link the ideas together. Some useful
transitions include:  "And the second major
point is ...", "Now this approach seems like a
good idea, but doesn't really work, because ...",

and this is the approach we have chosen."
It is aso important to signal the transitions
between the parts of the tak; for example, by
saying "Ok, that's the current state of the art.
Now I'm going to talk about our approach to this
problem”

It's al'so helpful to work on vocal, facial, and

bodily gestures. For important points, raise
your voice or speak more slomly. Pause before
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and after important points. Mark your
transitions by moving your body: maybe walk
two steps.

At this point, go thru and make sure your
main idea stands out. It may be necessary
useful to invent a key word or slogan and
repeat it severa times throughout the talk.

Of course, while you've been speaking your
presentation and checking it over, you will have
been continually adjusting the number and
content of the dides all the time.

Now you're probably ready to rehearse your
presentation with other people. One reason
this is important is that they will give you
feedback, both on the technical issues, and on the
layout of the slides and the quality of your
explanation. But the more important reasons to
rehearse is that it makes you comfortable with
your content, and comfortable with talking in
front of peoplee. Two or three times
rehearsals is a minimum. If your collegues
get bored hearing it, practice giving the talk to
your secretary.

Giving the talk to your secretary will also

help with the more "emotional" aspects of your
talk, in several ways.
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Since your secretary presumably wont
understand the content, shell just be paying
atention to the flow of the ideas. Shell
should be able to understand where the important
ideas are, and how the parts of the tak fit
together. That is, your talk should be structured
so that thisis clear even to someone who has no
background.

Your secretary will enjoy the talk more if you
put some emotion intoit. You should show
that you care about what you're saying: it's not
just words and ideas, but things that you have
opinions about. For example, if previous
rescarch was  mistaken, show  your
disappointment. If you need to explain some
technical details that won't interest most people,
speak in an apologetic voice. When you
come to the important and interesting parts, act
interested (maybe move your body more;
maybe point to your slides more frequently). If
you do this, audiences will feel "he's working on
an interesting problem, and he's interested in his
work", and that will encourage them to pay more
attention to the technical details of the talk.

Your secretary will also enjoy the talk if she
feels that you are giving it to her, for her. That
is, you want to make her feel that you arein a
conversation with her; eye contact is very
important here. Also you need to watch her
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response: look at her: does she seem to be
understanding? does she look puzzled? If she
ispuzzled, talk dower. If she's not puzzled, she
will still enjoy the fact that you're looking at her.

Once you have these techniques working, you
can use them in front of a larger audience.
Even if there are hundreds of people listening,
gtill pretend that you're talking to a few
friends. The audience will play along, and
your talk will reach them more effectively.
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Chap. 4. How to Work with a
Native Speaker

In a technica field, the content of talks
generally transcends culture and language. If
your figures on the slides are clear, people will
be able to understand even if your English is not
perfect.

However, a few hours work with a native
speaker of English will still be worthwhile --- it
can upgrade your talk from something that
people can understand if they think hard, to
something that everyone will understand with no
effort. (Remember, listeners are generally
lazy; they like talks they can understand with
little effort).

When seeking help, remember that not all
native speakers are equa.  Many English
conversation teachers know nothing about
giving presentations. The best people to get
help from are probably conference
interpreters, fellow researchers, or
technical translators.

For a fifteen minute tak, set aside a
minimum of 2 hours to work with the native
speaker (this depends on how good your English
is). First give him the entire presentation.
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Then answer his questions regarding content.
Finaly go thru the slides one by one, slowly.
He will improve the writing on the slide (this
is not a question of correcting ungrammatical
sentences, but of tuning the words to make them
convey your idea most effectively).

Now give your presentation again. This
time he will work on your spoken language. If
you have written a script, he will work on that.
Rather than making every sentence perfect,
focus on improving the key sentences.
That is, pay attention to the introduction and
conclusion, and important summary and
transition sentences.

For these key sentences, have the native
speaker write out the clearest way to say it.
Practice pronouncing it. Mark where the
accents fall, so you know which words to stress.
Maybe tape-record the native speaker
pronouncing these key sentences.

Then practice.
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Chap. 5. In Parting

Now you have the content worked out, and
are ready to present in a way that the audience
will understand, and that will also emoctionally
satisfy them.  You're al ready: go out, and
enjoy your talk: it will be a success!
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