The Oral Presentation
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Although the oral presentation resembles an essay in certain aspects such as organization and word choice, it differs from written communications in that it is heard rather than read. As we shall see, this is a significant difference which must be taken into account when planning your oral presentation.
1.1 Planning Your Oral Presentation
The most important step in delivering an oral presentation is planning. Answering the following questions before you begin will result in a better talk: 

Who is my audience? You must know who your listeners will be, for your audience determines the content, organization, and language of your oral presentation. For example, let's consider two different audiences, one composed of science students from secondary schools and the other of biology professors. Your topic is phenotypes. While some members of your first audience might be familiar with phenotypes, other members might not be. Therefore, you would need to define your terms and use slides to illustrate what you meant by phenotypes. You would not need to do this with your second audience.
What is my purpose? Purpose plays a major role in your presentation. When you deliver an oral presentation, your purpose includes more than just the organizational pattern of your talk. For example, if you are delivering your oral presentation in a classroom setting, your major purpose is obtaining a good grade. Perhaps, you would want to demonstrate that you have organized your speech well and you would focus primarily on methods and results. However, your purpose would change somewhat if you were presenting the findings of a research project at a conference. Here, you would focus on your major results and conclusions. 
How long can my oral presentation be? The length of oral presentations varies. They are generally 20-30 minutes long at conferences so that ample time is allowed for the audience to ask questions.  However, 20-30 minutes is not a realistic length for a talk in a classroom setting because of the need for other students to present their presentations. Most of these presentations are only 10-15 minutes long. 
Which visual aids shall I use? Visual aids are important to help your audience understand complex information quickly. With that said, you should limit visual aids to only those necessary to present key information. Most students tend to include too many. This often results in presentations which exceed the time limit, slides which distract the audience from key points, and visual aids which do not relate directly to major points of the talk. For example, one student included slides for every minor point as well as for major ones. Not only were there too many visual aids, but also the slides themselves were distracting. Each slide included the picture of a baby. When the student clicked on a slide, a set of oversized teeth would zoom into the baby’s mouth. This was accompanied by a whooshing sound. During the presentation, she briefly mentioned that her audience should brush their teeth after eating sweets. Although this was the only time she talked about sweets, she concluded her talk by distributing Patchi chocolates to the audience
As a general rule, you will want to include slides for the following parts of your oral presentation:
· Title/speaker/affiliation (1 slide)

· Major sections or main points (1 slide)

· Key points (4-6 slides)

· Summary (1 slide)

Exercise 1: Write your answers to the following questions on a separate piece of paper:

Exercise 2: Using Microsoft PowerPoint, create rough drafts of slides to be used in the body section of your oral presentation. While slides may include graphics, use key words instead of sentences. Also, prepare the slide that shows title, author, and affiliation. 
1.2 Organization and Content
A short 15-minute oral presentation generally includes the following sections: introduction, body, and summary of key points. It may include a question and answer session. 

An introduction never begins with the statement “I am going to talk about ….” or with an apology, e.g. “I’m really nervous, so please ignore any mistakes I make.” Because there is little time for a lengthy introduction, it should begin with a hook, or a statement that attracts your audience’s attention. In the sample opening statement below, the speaker starts her introduction by letting her Omani audience know that there is a problem and that it affects them.
Hook
Faced with a groundwater shortage, officials in Oman are searching for alternatives for domestic and agricultural use.
The introduction continues with brief background information and a thesis.

Background Information
Oman’s facing a groundwater shortage. This shortage has Omani officials searching for alternatives to groundwater. These alternatives must be suitable for use in the home and on the farm. Let’s pause for a minute. We need to examine what caused this shortage. There are two major causes. The first is the population’s increasing rapidly. The second reason is overuse of irrigation. And, in Oman, most water used for irrigation comes from groundwater. However, using groundwater is a problem. Why? Well, because using groundwater leads to the inward movement of seawater – seawater that is contaminating the fresh groundwater. So you can see why the search for an alternative threatens to become a matter of life and death. Until now, scientists haven’t found an inexpensive alternative. However, there is an inexpensive, alternative source. It’s water purified by a common household water filter.
The introduction ends with a preview of how the talk will be organized. As you tell your audience how you have organized your presentation, you should show them a slide that lists each major section and point to the name of the section as you say it. 
Organization
My talk today will focus on why this inexpensive alternative may provide an alternative to groundwater.
The body of the oral presentation is the heart of the talk. It covers main points and major supports. If you use slides that show data, be sure you do not simply read numbers. You should interpret the data to show how they relate to your thesis. 
The final section, the summary, consists of a brief summation of your major main points. Your review should be accompanied by a slide. 
A question and answer session usually follows a presentation even if it is only a 15-minute presentation. During this session, keep the following guidelines in mind:
1. Prepare ahead. Write out the ten most likely questions you think your audience will have. Then, decide what your answers will be.

2. Request a classmate to ask the first question. Often, class members are reluctant to ask questions until the ice has been broken by someone else.

3. When asked a question, paraphrase it before you answer. In this way, your questioner can correct you if you misunderstood the question. Rephrasing a question also helps to keep the whole audience involved, for the audience may not have clearly heard or understood the question.
4. Stick to the subject of the question. Once you have answered the question, move on to the next one.

5. Do not be afraid to say that you do not know the answer to a question.

6. If audience members ask questions that are not directly related to your presentation, remind them of your topic.
7. After the last question, briefly summarize your presentation.
Exercise 1: Write a working outline of your oral presentation that includes major and minor points. Because it is a working outline, you may have to revise it later if you find that your presentation exceeds the time limit given for class presentations.
Exercise 2: Using Microsoft PowerPoint, create a rough draft of a slide for your main points.
Exercise 3: Write a rough draft of your speech.
1.3 Delivery
When faced with a writing project, have you wished you could just tell your professor what you knew rather than have to write it? If so, you are like most students. This is especially true of EFL students because it is usually much easier to speak in a foreign language than to write in it.
Exercise: As a class, discuss the differences between written and spoken English. Also, discuss which one is easier and why.

Many professional speakers prefer to first compose their speech in “written” English. They do not memorize it, for memorizing an oral presentation is very risky. Forgetting what you want to say in the middle of your speech is always a danger when you memorize. In addition, the way you speak often becomes artificial. The speaking rate and emphasis on certain words change. A third danger is you look at the ceiling instead of at your audience as you try to remember what you are supposed to say next. Rather than memorizing their rough draft, most professional speakers read it over and over again until they can explain the same information to their audience. They may deliver the same talk to five different audiences. While the exact words may change, the content never does. Samples of the “written” and “spoken” versions of a speech appear below.
 “Written” Introduction
Faced with a groundwater shortage, officials in Oman are searching for alternatives for domestic and agricultural use. Two major factors, a rapidly increasing population and a noticeable expansion in the agricultural sector, have led to this problem. In particular, the overuse of irrigation to increase food production has led to the inward movement of seawater, resulting in groundwater that cannot be used for domestic or agricultural purposes. Thus, the search for alternative sources to groundwater is especially crucial as the declining supply of water threatens to become a matter of life and death. A solution to the problem does exist. Water filters are used in many homes for purification purposes. They are relatively inexpensive. Using water filters for purification of seawater may provide an alternative to groundwater.  (127 words)
 “Spoken” Introduction
Oman’s facing a groundwater shortage. This shortage has Omani officials searching for alternatives to groundwater. These alternatives must be suitable for use in the home and on the farm. Let’s pause for a minute. We need to examine what caused this shortage. There are two major causes. The first is the population’s increasing rapidly. The second reason is overuse of irrigation. And, in Oman, most water used for irrigation comes from groundwater. However, using groundwater is a problem. Why? Well, because using groundwater leads to the inward movement of seawater – seawater that is contaminating the fresh groundwater. So you can see why the search for an alternative threatens to become a matter of life and death. Until now, scientists haven’t found an inexpensive alternative. However, there is an inexpensive, alternative source. It’s water purified by a common household water filter. My talk today will focus on why this inexpensive alternative may provide an alternative to groundwater. (156 words)
A comparison of the two versions reveals both similarities and differences. Both follow the same organizational pattern, each version opens with a statement of the problem. Also, both avoid the sentence “I want to talk about why water purified by a water filter is an alternative to groundwater.” However, there are striking differences between the two. For example, whereas the first is written in formal English, the second uses informal English. “Oman is facing” becomes “Oman’s facing.” The problem is stated in one sentence in the first version while it requires three sentences to state the problem in the second. Another difference is sentence length. The “written” version begins with a long sentence of 17 words. The “spoken” introduction starts with a short sentence of five words. However, it requires two more sentences containing 25 additional words to state the problem fully. 
All oral presentations are longer than their written counterparts out of necessity: They are written for the ear. An audience does not have the option of rereading something they forgot or did not understand. Therefore, you must repeat key points and keep sentences short so that your listeners can understand and remember crucial information. Additionally, you must use transitional statements that guide audience members from point to point and from section to section.1
· I’ll begin with ….
· Let’s begin by looking at ….

· To illustrate, I’d like you to look at this ….

· Now, we’ll move on to the next …

· I’ll take your questions now.

Once you have become familiar with the content of your talk, you should write out your major points in the form of key words. If you use sentences, you will be tempted to read your presentation rather than “explaining” it. You should write your major points on index cards rather than on pieces of paper. There are two reasons for this. First, your notes will usually fit on one piece of paper. You risk not being able to locate your next speaking point quickly because of so many words on the paper. Additionally, if you are nervous and your hands start to shake, your audience will become distracted. It is more difficult to see a card moving because it is a smaller object. Finally, number the cards in the order they will be used. If you happen to drop them, you can quickly place them back in the correct order.  

Once you have written your index cards, practice delivering, or giving, your talk. You will probably want to do this alone at first. Many speakers find it helpful to practice in front of a mirror. You should concentrate on making eye contact with your image in the mirror. Also, you should time yourself. If you find that your presentation is too long, you will need to revise it so that you do not exceed the time limit. If it is not long enough, you can add more information.

Once you are ready, you should ask several friends to listen to your presentation. As you speak to them, you should keep the following guidelines in mind.
1. Make eye contact. If this is difficult, try picking a point just above an audience member’s head. Look at that point rather than at the actual person.
2. Look at different members of the audience. Most students direct their attention to their instructor. However, he or she is just one member of the audience. You should vary your gaze from one member of the audience to another so that everyone feels included.

3. Speak loudly enough to be heard.
4. Keep your hands to your sides unless you need to gesture (use your hands) for emphasis. However, remember to point to key points on your slides. If possible, use a laser pointer to do this, but do not wave it around when you are not pointing to a slide.
5. Do not chew gum.

6. Stand to the side of the screen when showing slides so that you do not block your visual aids.

7. Stand still. Do not pace back and forth.

8. If you forget what you want to say next, keep silent until you remember. Using fillers such as umm is irritating.

9. Time yourself. Most people tend to speak more rapidly in front of an audience than when they practicing alone. If you find that you speak too rapidly, you should practice speaking more slowly.

10. Dress like a professional. 
11. Remember that stage fright is normal before any presentation.

12. Practice, practice, practice.

If possible, check out where you will be speaking before the actual presentation. You will want to notice chair arrangement, size of the room, etc. In addition, you should check out any audio visual equipment you will be using and practice using it.
1.4 Visual Aids
Most speakers use slides for their presentations. As you prepare your slides, you should follow the guidelines below.
· Aim for a slide that is 20% text, 40% graphics, and 40% empty space.

· Use colors that can be seen when projected on a screen.

· Use colors consistently throughout the slide presentation.

· Use light letters on a dark background. However, if you are using OHT sheets, use a transparent background and dark letters.
· Use solid colors instead of patterns on a chart to avoid confusion.
· Use plain fonts such as Arial, Microsoft Sans Serif, Palatino, and Times New Roman. Limit yourself to only two fonts per slide. Use Palatino and Times New Roman for titles. Use only Arial and Microsoft Sans Serif for body text. Be consistent and use the same fonts on each slide. You may design a master slide to ensure consistency.
· Write titles in a font size of 36 pt minimum and body text in 24 pt minimum.

· Include a title for each slide.
· Follow the 6 X 6 rule for each slide: No more than six lines of text and six words per line
· Use bullets when there is no significant order of importance or sequence. 

· Use numbers to indicate order of importance or sequence.
· Include one topic per slide.
· Emphasize important statements or words with bold or italics.
· Use only key words and phrases.
· Use slides only to focus attention on what is important.
· Do not read all the information contained on a slide showing a chart or table. Point to the important information and then allow your audience time to read the rest of the information contained in the chart or table.
· Use simple tables to present numbers.

· Include clipart and pictures only where appropriate.




























Who is my audience?


How familiar is my audience with my topic?


What is my purpose?


How will my audience and purpose affect my oral presentation? Be specific and base your answer on your own presentation instead of a hypothetical presentation.


What is my time limit?


Which slides should I create for my oral presentation?
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