Outlining

The primary purpose of a presentation is to provide information which the audience will then remember at a later date. Detailed referencing of material or extensive review of data won't be remembered - and may put the audience to sleep! 

One way to maintain interest is to organize and present the material in a novel manner (i.e. instead of the normal format of: introduction, body, conclusion, use a different format – say of a mystery novel with flashback, clues &c. leading to a conclusion. Be careful not to be so novel that you lose the audience!). Using a non-standard ordering of material will help to keep the audience interested. Similarly, organizing your material in a new way (rather than re-working an old talk) will help to keep your own interest in the topic, and will result in a talk which is more fresh and exciting. 

The importance of outlining is often stressed in preparing written and oral presentations, but an outline following a linear format (headings, subheadings, etc.) may be restrictive. A list of terms and ideas can be daunting, and tends to focus attention on the final items. Consider creating an 'idea network' (a one-man brainstorming session) as an alternative approach for organizing your presentation (or your written paper). 

A question that often is asked at this stage is "Is this enough material for the talk?". Actually, you'll probably find that you have far too much material. It is important to develop a realistic view of how much material is appropriate, and the ability to be ruthless in eliminating non-essential material. These abilities vary widely among presenters, and are important factors in determining the quality of the presentation. Here are a few guidelines for helping determine how much material is enough . . . 

How much material?

Pre-determining the content in relation to length is always a problem. The magnitude of the task will become more obvious as you begin to practice. Remember that when you make allowances for a new setting and being interrupted by questions, the practice talk will be about 20% faster than the real presentation. 

Two ways people try to reduce the length of a presentation are to speak more quickly and to reduce the number of words used. Both produce a false economy - the practice talk will fit in your time frame, but the final product won't. 

In fact, one good strategy is to be very selective about what you need to say, then say only that - and say it clearly with slightly longer pauses between words than normal. Increasing the length of inter-word pauses will force you to enunciate the ending of one word and the beginning of the next word - making it easier for the audience to follow what you are saying. This is a particularly good strategy for people giving a presentation a language that is not their native language. Fewer words, spoken clearly.... 

Try the following suggestions to get into a good ballpark range: 

· Estimate a rate of about 100 words per minute (slow! - conversation occurs at about 300 words/minute) 

· Each statement you make will require an average of 12 words 

· Each concept will need to be supported by 3 - 4 statements 

That means for a 15 minute talk, you should expect to cover only about 30 points. One way to facilitate the process is to develop visual aids which illustrate your points clearly. Once again, if you possess idiosyncratic pronunciations (e.g., an accent) then place the troublesome word in the slide's text and point to that word as you say it - make it easy for the audience to figure out what you mean to say!

Important Elements

Keeping these elements in mind as you prepare and practice the presentation will reduce the amount of re-working you'll have to do as it evolves, and will result in a more streamlined and effective end product. 

· Rate: The optimal rate for a scientific talk is about 100 words per minute. [What is the optimal rate for speaking with and to English as a second language?] Any faster and the audience can't absorb the additional information. Use pauses, and repeat critical information. 

· Opening: The opening should catch the interest and attention of the audience immediately, while avoiding trite filler phrases (Thank you for having me . . .) and technical jargon. 

· Transitions: The link between successive elements of the talk should be planned carefully, smoothly, and logically. You should make the relation between successive elements clear to the audience. 

· Conclusion: Summarize the main concepts you've discussed, and how your work relates to issues you've raised. Aim to help your audience achieve high retention of this final information. Signal that the summary is beginning ("In summary, ..."), but don't begin the summary too soon or else the audience will start to leave before you finish! 

· Length: Don't run over! Ever! Shorten your talk by removing details, concepts, and information, not by eliminating words. If it becomes absolutely essential to supply details, supplement your presentation with a handout. Make about 10% more handouts than you think you'll need. Always leave time for a few questions at the end of the talk. 

Remember that there is no point in giving a presentation if the audience isn't listening. You should make a big effort to help them be interested in what you have to say. It therefore is appropriate to use techniques to retain audience interest, provided these techniques don't detract from the content or professionalism of the talk.

The Idea Network

The concept of a network of associated items is pretty standard fare in the fields of information processing or systems modeling. This concept has been applied as a method of outlining a presentation, and is summarized below. For more details, see Peter Kenny's book. 

Start off with a large sheet of blank paper (or blackboard, etc.). Write a word or two describing the theme of your presentation at the center. Use as few words as possible - they should just be enough to remind you of the essential element or concept. Now write down other concepts, topics, or ideas relating to the central theme. Draw lines between related items. Continue this process until you run out of things to write. Highlight the central theme, then make several copies of your effort. This is the idea network you'll use for preparing the presentation. 

The next step is to decide which of these items are most relevant to your presentation's theme. Take one copy of the network and use a different color to highlight those items which seem to be most related to the central theme. Highlight the links between these items, too. Don't try to include all the items in the network! You'll probably find items which only have a tenuous link to the central theme (most often these are near to the periphery of the network), or which are intimate details of the theme - the sort of details only a specialist knows or cares about hearing. These categories of information should be included only after careful consideration, and should be the first items you discard if you find your practice talks are over-long. 

Now, put that copy of the network away. Grab a new copy and repeat the process, using a different color and a new strategy. Use different criteria for selecting items, such as choosing items with a historical relation to one another, or those which share interesting features. Repeat this process several times. These are the various versions of the idea network you may use as options for the structure of your presentation. 

Lay out all the copies, and look for common features among the various subgroups you've highlighted. Write these items down on index cards, one item to each card. Sort the cards into a sequence that appears to be logical and interesting. Run through the talk once, then sort the cards into a more streamlined sequence. Get rid of any card which no longer fits the new sequence. Run through the talk again, then re-evaluate the card contents and sequence. Finally, go back to the original copy of the network and see if any of those items now may fit your sequence. At this point, you should have a pretty good handle on your presentation. 

This, by the way, is a very good strategy for preparing a talk at the last minute. Try as you may to avoid last-minute preparations, this situation may occasionally sneak up on you. Or be thrust upon you . 

http://www.kumc.edu/SAH/OTEd/jradel/Preparing_talks/103.html

