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Oral Presentations

ADVANTAGES AND DRAWBACKS OF ORAL REPORTS

AVOIDING PRESENTATION PITFALLS

PLANNING YOUR PRESENTATION

PREPARING YOUR PRESENTATION

GUIDELINES for Readable Visuals

GUIDELINES for Understandable Visuals

GUIDELINES for Using Presentation Software

DELIVERING YOUR PRESENTATION

GUIDELINES for Presenting Visuals

GUIDELINES for Managing Listener Questions

CONSIDERTHIS Cross-Cultural Audiences May Have Specific Expectations

We all need to present our ideas effectively in person. Oral presentations vary in style, range, complexity, and formality. They may include convention speeches, reports at national meetings, reports via teleconferencing networks, technical briefings for colleagues, and speeches to community groups. These talks may be designed to inform (to describe new government safety requirements), to persuade (to induce company officers to vote a pay raise), or to do both. The higher your status, on the job or in the community, the more you can expect to give oral presentations.

Advantages and Drawbacks of Oral Reports

Unlike written documents, oral presentations are truly interactive. In face-to-face communication, you can rely on body language, vocal tone, eye contact, and other elements of human chemistry—a likable personality can have a powerful effect on audience receptiveness. Also, oral presentations provide for give-and-take, which does not happen with traditional written documents. As you see how your audience reacts, you can adjust your presentation accordingly and answer questions immediately.

In a written report you generally have plenty of time to think about what you’re saying and how you’re saying it, and to revise until the message is just right. For an oral report, one attempt is basically all you get, and all this pressure makes it easier to stumble. (People consistently rank fear of public speaking higher than fear of dying!) Also, an oral report is limited in the amount and complexity of information it can present. Readers of a written report can follow their own pace and direction, going back and forth, perhaps skimming some sections and studying others. In an oral presentation, you establish the pace and the information flow, thereby creating the risk of “losing” or boring the listeners.

Avoiding Presentation Pitfalls

An oral presentation is only the tip of a pyramid built from many earlier labors. But such presentations often serve as the concrete measure of your overall job performance. In short, your audience’s only basis for judgment may be the brief moments during which you stand before them.

The podium or lectern can be a lonely and intimidating place. In the words of two experts, “most persons in most presentational settings do not perform well” (Goodall and Waagen 14–15). Despite the fact that they can help make or break a person’s career, oral presentations often turn out to be boring, confusing, unconvincing, or too long. Many are delivered ineptly, with the presenter losing her or his place, fumbling through notes, apologizing for forgetting something, or generally seeming disorganized and unprofessional. Table 26.1 lists some of the things that go wrong.

Given such difficulties, how can any presenter display skill and confidence? By proceeding systematically through careful analysis, planning, and preparation.

Planning Your Presentation

A successful presentation involves more than just getting up and talking. We have all sat through enough lectures and presentations during our student careers to know how to separate the excellent from the awful. The successful presenter knows how to forge a relationship with the listeners, how to establish rapport and persuade listeners their time has been well spent.

Analyze Your Listeners

Assess your listeners’ needs, knowledge, concerns, level of involvement, and possible objections (Goodall and Waagen 16).

Many audiences include people with varied technical backgrounds. Unless you have a good idea of each person’s background, speak to a general, heterogeneous audience, as in a classroom of mixed majors.

Work from an Explicit Purpose Statement

Formulate, on paper, a statement of purpose in two or three sentences. Why, exactly, are you speaking on this subject? Who are your listeners? What do you want the listeners to think, know, or do? (A solid purpose statement can also serve as the introduction to your presentation.)

Assume, for example, that you represent an environmental engineering firm that has completed a study of groundwater quality in your area. The organization that sponsored your study has asked you to give an oral version of your written report, titled “Pollution Threats to Local Groundwater,” at a town meeting.

After careful thought, you settle on this purpose statement:

Purpose:  By informing Cape Cod residents about the dangers to the Cape’s freshwater supply posed by rapid population growth, this report is intended to increase local interest in the problem.

Now you are prepared to focus on the listeners and the speaking situation.

Analyze Your Speaking Situation

The more you can discover about the circumstances, the setting, and the constraints for your presentation, the more deliberately you will be able to prepare.

Later parts of this chapter explain how to incorporate your answers to the questions in your preparation.

Select an Appropriate Delivery Method

Your presentation’s effectiveness will depend largely on how it connects with listeners. Different types of delivery create different connections.

The Memorized Delivery.  A memorized delivery seldom connects with listeners because the speaker is too busy reciting the lines and trying to remember everything. This type of delivery takes a long time to prepare, offers no chance for revision during the presentation, and spells disaster if you lose your place. Avoid this type of delivery in most workplace settings.

The Impromptu Delivery.  An impromptu (off-the-cuff) delivery can be a natural way of connecting with listeners—but only when you really know your material, feel comfortable with your audience, and are in an informal speaking situation (group brainstorming, or a response to a question: “Tell us about your team’s progress on the automation project”). Avoid impromptu deliveries for complex information—no matter how well you know the material.

Too many things can go wrong in an unplanned, spontaneous presentation: You might say something offensive or irrelevant; you might seem disorganized; you might not make sense. If you anticipate being called on, never assume “It’s all in my head.” Get your plan down on paper. If you have little warning, at least jot a few notes about what you want to say.

The Scripted Delivery.  For a complex technical presentation, a conference paper, or a formal speech, you may want to read your material verbatim from a prepared script. Scripted presentations work well if you have many details to present, are talkative, or have a strict time limit (e.g., at a conference), or if this audience makes you nervous. Consider a scripted delivery when you want the content, organization, and style of your presentation to be as near perfect as possible.

Although a scripted delivery helps you control your material, it offers little chance for audience interaction and it can be boring.

If you do plan to read aloud, allow ample preparation time. Leave plenty of white space between lines and paragraphs. Rehearse until you are able to glance up from the script periodically without losing your place. Plan on roughly two minutes per double-spaced page.

The Extemporaneous Delivery.  An extemporaneous delivery is carefully planned, practiced, and based on notes that keep you on track. In this natural way of addressing an audience, you glance at your material and speak in a conversational style. Extemporaneous delivery is based on key ideas in sentence or topic outline form, often projected as overhead transparencies or as slides generated from presentation software such as Microsoft PowerPoint™.

The dangers in extemporaneous delivery are that you might lose track of your material, forget something important, say something unclearly, or exceed your time limit. Careful preparation is the key.

Table 26.2 summarizes the various uses and drawbacks of the most common types of delivery. These need not be fixed, exclusive categories. In many instances, some combination of methods can be effective. For example, in an orientation for new employees, you might prefer the flexibility of an extemporaneous format but also read a brief passage aloud from time to time (e.g., excerpts from the company’s formal code of ethics).

Preparing Your Presentation

To stay in control and build confidence, plan the presentation systematically. We will assume here that your presentation is extemporaneous.

Research Your Topic

Do your homework. Be prepared to support each assertion, opinion, conclusion, and recommendation with evidence and reason. Check your facts for accuracy. Your audience expects to hear a knowledgeable speaker. Don’t disappoint them.

Begin gathering material well ahead of time. Use summarizing techniques from Chapter 11 to identify and organize major points.

If your preparation is simply a spoken version of a written report, you need far less preparation. Simply expand your outline for the written report into a sentence outline.

Aim for Simplicity and Conciseness

Keep your presentation short and simple. Boil the material down to a few main points. Listeners’ normal attention span is about twenty minutes. After that, they begin tuning out. Time yourself in practice sessions and trim as needed. (If the material requires a lengthy presentation, plan a short break, with refreshments if possible, about halfway through.)

Anticipate Audience Questions

Consider those parts of your presentation that listeners might question or challenge. You might need to clarify or justify information that is new, controversial, disappointing, or surprising.

Outline Your Presentation

Review Chapter 12 for organizing and outlining strategies. Each sentence in the following presentation outline is a topic sentence for a paragraph that a well-
prepared speaker can develop in detail.

Pollution Threats to Local Groundwater

Arnold Borthwick


I.
Introduction to the Problem



A. Do you know what you are drinking when you turn on the tap and fill a glass?



B. The quality of our water is good, but not guaranteed to last forever.



C. Cape Cod’s rapid population growth poses a serious threat to our freshwater supply. (Visual #1)



D. Measurable pollution in some town water supplies has already occurred. (Visual #2)



E. What are the major causes and consequences of this problem and what can we do about it? (Visual #3)



II.
Description of the Aquifer



A. The groundwater is collected and held in an aquifer.




1. This porous rock formation creates a broad, continuous arch beneath the entire Cape. (Visual #4)




2. The lighter freshwater flows on top of the heavier saltwater.



B. This type of natural storage facility, combined with rapid population growth, creates potential for disaster.



III.
Hazards from Sewage and Landfills



A. With increasing population, sewage and solid waste from landfill dumps increasingly invade the aquifer.



B. The Cape’s sandy soil promotes rapid seepage of wastes into the groundwater.



C. As wastes flow naturally toward the sea, they can invade the drawing radii of town wells. (Visual #5)



IV.
Hazards from Saltwater Intrusion



A. Increased population also causes overdraw on some town wells, resulting in saltwater intrusion. (Visual #6)



B. Salt and calcium used in snow removal add to the problem by seeping into the aquifer from surface runoff.



V.
Long-Term Environmental and Economic Consequences



A. The environmental effects of continuing pollution of our water table will be far-reaching. (Visual #7)




1. Drinking water will have to be piped in more than 100 miles from Quabbin Reservoir.




2. The Cape’s beautiful freshwater ponds will be unfit for swimming.




3. Aquatic and aviary marsh life will be threatened.




4. The Cape’s sensitive ecology might well be damaged beyond repair.



B. Such environmental damage would, in turn, spell economic disaster for Cape Cod’s major industry—tourism.



VI.
Conclusion and Recommendations



A. This problem is becoming more real than theoretical.



B. The conclusion is obvious: If the Cape is to survive ecologically and financially, we must take immediate action to preserve our only water supply.



C. These recommendations offer a starting point for action. (Visual #8)




1. Restrict population density in all Cape towns by creating larger building lot requirements.




2. Keep strict watch on proposed high-density apartment and condominium projects.




3. Create a committee in each town to educate residents about water conservation.




4. Prohibit salt, calcium, and other additives in sand spread on snow-covered roads.




5. Explore alternatives to landfills for solid waste disposal.



D. Given its potential effects on our quality of life, such a crucial issue deserves the active involvement of every Cape resident.

Before practicing the delivery, transfer your presentation outline to 3" 3 5" notecards (one side only, each card numbered and perhaps color-coded), which you can hold in one hand and shuffle as needed. Or insert the outline pages in a looseleaf binder for easy flipping. Type or print clearly, leaving enough white space to locate material at a glance.

Plan Your Visuals

Visuals increase listeners’ interest, focus, understanding, and memory. Select visuals that will clarify and enhance your talk—without making you fade into the background.

Decide Where Visuals Will Work Best.  Use visuals to emphasize a point and whenever showing would be more effective than just telling.

Decide Which Visuals Will Work Best.  Will you need numerical or prose tables, graphs, charts, graphic illustrations, computer graphics? How complex should these visuals be? Should they impress or simply inform? Use the visual planning sheet in Chapter 14 to guide your decisions.

Decide How Many Visuals Are Appropriate.  Prefer an array of lean and simple visuals that present material in digestible amounts to one or two overstuffed visuals that people end up staring at endlessly.

Create a Storyboard.  A presentation storyboard is a double-column format in which your discussion is outlined in the left column, aligned with the specific supporting visuals in the right column (Figure 26.1).

Decide Which Visuals Are Achievable.  Fit each visual to the situation. The visuals you select will depend on the room, the equipment, and the production resources available.

How large is the room and how is it arranged? Some visuals work well in small rooms, but not large ones, and vice versa. How well can the room be darkened? Which lights can be left on? Can the lighting be adjusted selectively? What size should visuals be, to be seen clearly by the whole room? (A smaller, intimate room is usually better than a room that is too big.)

What hardware is available (slide projector, opaque projector, overhead projector, film projector, videotape player, terminal with large-screen monitor)? What graphics programs are available? Which program is best for your purpose and listeners? How far in advance does this equipment have to be requested?

What resources are available for producing the visuals? Can drawings, charts, graphs, or maps be created as needed? Can transparencies (for overhead projection) be made or slides produced? Can handouts be typed and reproduced? Can multimedia displays be created?

Select Your Media.  Fit the medium to the situation. Which medium or combination is best for the topic, setting, and listeners? How fancy do listeners expect this to be? Which media are appropriate for this occasion?


•
For a weekly meeting with colleagues in your department, scribbling on a blank transparency, chalkboard, or dry-erase markerboard might suffice.


•
For interacting with listeners, you might use a chalkboard to record audience responses to your questions.


•
For immediate orientation, you might begin with a poster listing key visuals/ ideas/themes to which you will refer repeatedly.


•
For helping listeners take notes, absorb technical data, or remember complex material, you might distribute a presentation outline as a preview or provide handouts.


•
For displaying and discussing written samples listeners bring in, you might use an opaque projector.


•
For a presentation to investors, clients, or upper management, you might require polished and professionally prepared visuals, including computer graphics, such as an electronic slide presentation using PowerPoint software.

Figure 26.2 presents the various common media in approximate order of availability and ease of preparation.

Prepare Your Visuals

As you prepare visuals, focus on economy, clarity, and simplicity.

Be Selective.  Use a visual only when it truly serves a purpose. Use restraint in choosing what to highlight with visuals. Try not to begin or end the presentation with a visual. At those times, listeners’ attention should be focused on the pre-
senter instead of the visual.

Make Visuals Easy to Read and Understand.  Think of each visual as an image that flashes before your listeners. They will not have the luxury of studying the visual at leisure. Listeners need to know at a glance what they are looking at and what it means.

In addition to being able to read the visual, listeners need to understand it. Following are suggestions for achieving clarity.

When your material is extremely detailed or complex, distribute handouts to each listener.

Look for Alternatives to Word-Filled Visuals.  Instead of just presenting overhead versions of printed pages, explore the full visual possibilities of your media. For example, anyone who tries to write a verbal equivalent of the visual message in Figure 26.3 will soon appreciate the power of images in relation to words alone. Whenever possible, use drawings, graphs, charts, photographs, and other visual representation discussed in Chapter 14.

Consider the Available Technology

Today’s audiences expect communication that displays high visual quality. Using digital and video cameras, Web sites, and presentation software, you can create dynamic presentations that appeal to the listener’s multiple senses. Using an automatic, remote-controlled transparency feeder and a pencil-sized laser pointer, you can deliver a smooth and elegant presentation. Despite the possibilities inherent in the technology, you are still responsible for a presentation that is well researched and professionally delivered.

Use PowerPoint or Other Software Wisely

Using presentation software such as Microsoft PowerPoint (Figure 26.4), you can produce professional-quality slides and then show them electronically:


•
Create slide designs in various colors, shading, and textures.


•
Create drawings or graphs and import clip art, photographs, or other images.


•
Create animated text and images: say, bullets that flash one-at-a-time on the screen or bars and lines on a graph that are highlighted individually, to emphasize specific characteristics of the data.


•
Create dynamic transitions between each slide, such as having one slide dissolve toward the right side of the screen as the following slide uncovers from the left.


•
Amplify each slide with speaker notes that are invisible to the audience.


•
Sort your slides into various sequences.


•
Precisely time your entire presentation.


•
Show your presentation directly on the computer screen or large-screen projector, online via the Web, as overhead transparencies, or as printed handouts. (Figure 26.5 shows printed versions of PowerPoint slides.)

Because of its many features, PowerPoint has become the most widely used presentation software. In 2001, Microsoft estimated that some 30 million PowerPoint slide presentations were given daily (Parker 85). In a world in which images are everywhere, and electronic communication is the mode, PowerPoint is often regarded—rightly or wrongly—as “an indispensable corporate survival tool” (Nunberg 330).

PowerPoint advocates argue that bullet-style points help structure the story or the argument and help the presenter organize and stay on course. Critics argue that the mere content outline provided by the slides can oversimplify complex issues and that an endless list of bullets or animations, colors, and sounds can distract the audience from the message.

As an example of how overreliance on presentation slides can cloud the thinking process, consider the following scenario:

PowerPoint and the Space Shuttle Columbia Disaster

On February 1, 2003 the space shuttle Columbia burned up upon reentering the Earth’s atmosphere. During launch a piece of insulating foam had broken off the shuttle and damaged the wing. (Page 15 describes the Columbia tragedy.)

During the days the Columbia was in orbit, NASA personnel tried to assess the damage and to recommend a course of action. Finally, it was decided that the damage did not seem serious enough to pose a significant threat, and reentry went ahead on schedule. (Lower-level suggestions that the shuttle fly close to a satellite that could have photographed the damage, for a clearer assessment, were overlooked and ultimately ignored by the final decision makers.)

The Columbia Accident Investigation Board concluded that a PowerPoint presentation to NASA officials had played a role in the disaster: Engineers presented their findings in a series of confusing and misleading slides that obscured errors in their own engineering analysis. Design expert Edward Tufte points out that one especially crucial slide was so crammed with data and bulleted points and so lacking in analysis that it was impossible to decipher accurately (8–9).

The Board’s findings:

As information gets passed up an organization hierarchy, from people who do analysis to mid-level managers to high-level leadership, key explanations and supporting information are filtered out. In this context, it is easy to understand how a senior manager might read this PowerPoint slide and not realize that it addresses a life-threatening situation.

At many points during its investigation, the Board was surprised to receive similar presentation slides from NASA officials in place of technical reports. The Board views the endemic use of PowerPoint briefing slides instead of technical papers as an illustration of the problematic methods of technical communication at NASA. (Columbia Accident 191) 
In the end, technological tools are merely a supplement to your presentation; they are no substitute for the facts, ideas, examples, numbers, and interpretations that make up the clear and complete message audiences expect.

Check the Room and Setting Beforehand.  Make sure you have enough space, electrical outlets, and tables for your equipment. If you will be addressing a large audience by microphone and plan to point to features on your visuals, be sure the microphone is movable. Pay careful attention to lighting, especially for chalkboards, flip charts, and posters. Don’t forget a pointer if you need one.

Rehearse Your Delivery

Hold ample practice sessions to learn the geography of your report. Try to rehearse at least once in front of friends, or use a full-length mirror and a tape recorder. Assess your delivery from listeners’ comments or from your taped voice (which will sound high to you). Use the evaluation sheet on page 676 as a guide.

If at all possible, rehearse using the actual equipment (overhead projector and so on) in the actual setting, to ensure that you have all you need and that everything works. Rehearsing a computer-projected presentation is essential.

Delivering your Presentation

You have planned and prepared carefully. Now consider the following simple steps to make your actual presentation enjoyable instead of terrifying.

Cultivate the Human Landscape

A successful presentation involves relationship building between presenter and audience.

Get to Know Your Audience.  Try to meet some audience members before your presentation. We all feel more comfortable with people we know. Don’t be afraid to smile.

Display Enthusiasm and Confidence.  Nobody likes a speaker who seems half dead. Clean up verbal tics (“er,” “ah,” “uuh”). Overcome your shyness; research indicates that shy people are seen as less credible, trustworthy, likable, attractive, and knowledgeable.

Be Reasonable.  Don’t make your point at someone else’s expense. If your topic is controversial (layoffs, policy changes, downsizing), decide how to speak candidly and persuasively with the least chance of offending anyone. For example, in your presentation about groundwater pollution, you don’t want to attack the developers, since the building trade is a major producer of jobs, second only to tourism, on Cape Cod. Avoid personal attacks.

Don’t Preach.  Speak like a person talking—not someone giving a sermon or the Gettysburg Address. Use we, you, your, our, to establish commonality with the audience. Avoid jokes or wisecracks.

Keep Your Listeners Oriented

Help your listeners to focus their attention and organize their understanding. Give them a map, some guidance, and highlights.

Introduce Your Topic Clearly.  Open with a preview of your discussion:

Today, I want to discuss A, B, and C.

Use visuals to highlight your main points and reveal your organization. For example, you might outline main points on a poster, a chalkboard, or a transparency, or hand out a presentation outline.

Focus on Listeners’ Concerns.  Say something to establish immediate common ground. Show how your presentation has meaning for them, personally.

Do you know what you will be drinking when you turn on the tap?

Listeners who have a definite stake in the issues will be far more attentive and receptive.

Provide Explicit Transitions.  Alert your listeners whenever you are preparing to switch gears:

For my next point....

Turning now to my second point....

The third point I want to emphasize....

Repeat key points or terms to keep them fresh in listeners’ minds.

Give Concrete Examples.  Good examples are informative and persuasive.

Overdraw from town wells in Maloket and Tanford (two of our most rapidly growing towns) has resulted in measurable salt infusion at a yearly rate of
0.1 mg per liter.

Use examples that focus on listener concerns.

Review and Interpret.  Last things are best remembered. Help listeners remember the main points:

To summarize the dangers to our groundwater....

Also, be clear about what this material means. Be emphatic about what listeners should be doing, thinking, or feeling:

The conclusion is obvious: If the Cape is to survive, we must....

Try to conclude with a forceful answer to this implied question from each listener: “What does this all mean to me personally?”

Manage Your Visuals

Presenting visuals effectively is a matter of good timing and careful management.

Prepare Everything Beforehand.  If you plan to draw on a chalkboard or poster, do the drawings beforehand (in multicolors). Otherwise, listeners will be sitting idly while you draw away.

Prepare handouts if you want listeners to remember or study certain material. Distribute these after your talk. (You want the audience to be looking at and listening to you, instead of reading the handout.) Distribute handouts before or during the talk only if you want listeners to take notes—or if your equipment breaks down. When you do distribute handouts beforehand, ask listeners to await your instructions before they turn to a particular page.

Use transparency mounting frames for easy handling (the white cardboard frames allow you to number the transparencies and prepare notes for yourself on the frame).

Increasingly available are automatic transparency feeders with a remote control, making your transparency presentation work like a slide show. This device attaches easily to your overhead projector and allows you to reveal each point line
by line.

Arrange Everything Beforehand.  Make sure you organize your media materials and the physical layout beforehand, to avoid fumbling during the presentation. Check your visual sequence against your storyboard.

Follow a Few Simple Guidelines.  Make your visuals part of a seamless presentation. Avoid listener distraction, confusion, and frustration by observing the following suggestions.

Manage Your Presentation Style

Think about how you are moving, how you are speaking, and where you are looking. These are all elements of your personal style.

Use Natural Movements and Reasonable Postures.  Move and gesture as you normally would in conversation, and maintain reasonable postures. Avoid foot shuffling, pencil tapping, swaying, slumping, or fidgeting.

Adjust Volume, Pronunciation, and Rate.  With a microphone, don’t speak too loudly. Without one, don’t speak too softly. Be sure you can be heard clearly without shattering eardrums. Ask your audience about the sound and speed of your delivery after a few sentences.

Nervousness causes speakers to gallop along and mispronounce words. Slow down and pronounce clearly. Usually, a rate that seems a bit slow to you will be just right for listeners.

Maintain Eye Contact.  Look directly into listeners’ eyes. With a small audience, eye contact is one of your best connectors. As you speak, establish eye contact with as many listeners as possible. With a large group, maintain eye contact with those in the first rows. Establish eye contact immediately—before you even begin to speak—by looking around.

Manage Your Speaking Situation

Do everything you can to keep things running smoothly.

Be Responsive to Listener Feedback.  Assess listener feedback continually and make adjustments as needed. If you are laboring through a long list of facts or figures and people begin to doze or fidget, you might summarize. Likewise, if frowns, raised eyebrows, or questioning looks indicate confusion, skepticism, or indignation, you can backtrack with a specific example or explanation. By tuning in to your audience’s reactions, you can avoid leaving them confused, hostile, or simply bored.

Stick to Your Plan.  Say what you came to say, then summarize and close—politely and on time. Don’t punctuate your speech with digressions that pop into your head. Unless a specific anecdote was part of your original plan to clarify a point or increase interest, avoid excursions. We often tend to be more interested in what we have to say than our listeners are! Don’t exceed your time limit.

Leave Listeners with Something to Remember.  Before ending, take a moment to summarize the major points and reemphasize anything of special importance. Are listeners supposed to remember something, have a different attitude, take a specific action? Let them know! As you conclude, thank your listeners.

Allow Time for Questions and Answers.  At the very beginning, tell your listeners that a question-and-answer period will follow. Use the following suggestions for managing listener questions diplomatically and efficiently.

Exercises


1.
In a memo to your instructor, identify and discuss the kinds of oral reporting duties you expect to encounter in your career.


2.
Prepare an oral presentation for your class, based on your written long report. Develop a sentence outline and a storyboard that includes at least three visuals. If your instructor requests, create one or more of your presentation visuals using PowerPoint software. (For a step-by-step guide to getting started on PowerPoint, select “AutoContent Wizard” from the opening screen. See Figure 26.4.)




Practice your presentation with a tape recorder or a friend. Use the Peer Evaluation Checklist on page 676 to assess and refine your delivery.


3.
Observe a lecture or speech, and evaluate it according to the Peer Evaluation Checklist. Write a memo to your instructor (without naming the speaker), identifying strong and weak areas and suggesting improvements.


4.
In an oral presentation to the class, present your findings, conclusions, and recommendations from the analytical report assignment in Chapter 24. 

Advantages

Drawbacks

Table 26.1

Common Pitfalls in Oral Presentations

Speaker • • •
Visuals * * *
Setting   
• makes no eye contact
* are nonexistent
 is too noisy

• seems like a robot
* are hard to see
 is too hot or cold

• hides behind the lectern
* are hard to interpret
 is too large or small

• speaks too softly/loudly
* are out of sequence
 is too bright for visuals

• sways, fidgets, paces
* are shown too rapidly
 is too dark for notes

• rambles or loses her/his place
* are shown too slowly
 has equipment missing

• never gets to the point
* have typos/errors
 has broken equipment

• fumbles with notes or visuals
* are word-filled

• has too much material

Purpose statement

Questions for Analyzing your Listeners and Purpose


Who are my listeners (strangers, peers, superiors, clients)?


What is their attitude toward me or the topic (hostile, indifferent, needy, friendly)?


Why are they here (they want to be here, they are forced to be here, they are curious)?


What kind of presentation do they expect (brief, informal; long, detailed; lecture)?


What do these listeners already know (nothing, a little, a lot)?


What do they need or want to know (overview, bottom line, nitty gritty)?


How large is their stake in this topic (about layoffs, new policies, pay raises)?


Do I want to motivate, mollify, inform, instruct, or warn my listeners?


What are their biggest concerns or objections about this topic?


What do I want them to think, know, or do?

Questions for Analyzing your Speaking Situation


How much time will I have to speak?


Will other people be speaking before or after me?


How formal or informal is the setting?


How large is the audience?


How large is the room?


How bright and adjustable is the lighting?


What equipment is available?


How much time do I have to prepare?

26.1

For more on the role of Microsoft PowerPoint
in presentations visit
<www.ablongman.com/ lannonweb>

Table 26.2  A Comparison of Oral Presentation Methods

Delivery Method
* Main Uses*
• Main Drawbacks •

IMPROMPTU 
* in-house meetings
• offers no chance to prepare
(inventing as you speak)
* small, intimate groups
• speaker might ramble


* simple topics
• speaker might lose track

SCRIPTED (reading verbatim
* formal speeches
• takes a long time to prepare
from a written work)
* large, unfamiliar groups
• speaker can’t move around


* highly complex topics
• limits human contact


* strict time limit
• can appear stiff and unnatural


* cross-cultural audiences
• might bore listeners


* highly nervous speaker
• makes working with visuals difficult

EXTEMPORANEOUS (speaking
* face-to-face presentations
• speaker might lose track
from an outline of key points)
* medium-sized, familiar groups
• speaker might leave something out


* moderately complex topics
• speaker might get tongue-tied


* somewhat flexible time limit
• speaker might exceed time limit


* visually based presentations
• speaker might fumble with notes,
visuals, or equipment

26.2

Try alternative forms of outlining by storyboard in PowerPoint at
<www.ablongman.com/ lannonweb>

Presentation outline

Figure 26.1  A Partial Storyboard

Fit each visual to the situation

Fit the medium to the situation

GUIDELINES for Readable Visuals



Make visuals large enough to be read anywhere in the room.


Don’t cram too many words, ideas, designs, or type styles onto a visual.


Keep wording and images simple.


Boil your message down to the fewest words.


Break things into small sections.


Summarize with key words, phrases, or short sentences.


Use 18–24 point type size and sans serif typeface (White, Great Pages 80).

GUIDELINES for Understandable Visuals



Display only one point per visual—unless previewing or reviewing (White 79).


Give each visual a title that announces the topic.


Use colour, sparingly, to highlight key words, facts, or the bottom line.


Use the brightest colour for what is most important (White, Great Pages 78–79).


Label each part of a diagram or illustration.


Proofread each visual carefully.

Figure 26.2  Selecting Media for Visual Presentations

Figure 26.2
Selecting Media for Visual Presentations (continued)

Figure 26.3

Images More Powerful Than Words

Source: “Distribution of the World’s Water,” as appeared in WWF Atlas of the Environment by Geoffrey Lean and Don Hinrichsen. Copyright © 1994 Banson Marketing Ltd. Reprinted with permission.

A sampling of PowerPoint’s design and display features
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Figure 26.4  PowerPoint Software’s Opening Screen  From this gateway screen, even inexperienced users can explore topic categories (say, “Presenting a Technical Report,” “Reporting Progress,” or “Communicating Bad News”). Users can also find ideas for slide content and schemes for organizing their presentation. To get started, select “AutoContent Wizard.”

Source: Reprinted by permission from Microsoft Corporation.

The PowerPoint debate

GUIDELINES for Using Presentation Software



Have a backup plan in case the system fails. Be prepared to give the presentation without the software.



Prepare a handout. In case of system failure, you can distribute a handout of your slides so that listeners can follow along. In any event, by not having to record each slide, the audience can devote its attention to what you are saying. If you save the handout for the end, tell your audience up-front.



Avoid slide overload (too many slides for the time allotted, too many words per slide). Aim for no more than one content slide per minute, 7 lines per slide, 7 words per line. Use phrases instead of complete sentences. Keep bulleted lists grammatically parallel.



Don’t let the medium obscure the message. The audience should be focused on what you have to say, and not on the slide. Avoid colors and backgrounds that distract from the content. Avoid the whooshing and whiz-bang and other sounds unless absolutely necessary. Be conservative with any design and display feature.



Keep it simple but not simplistic. Spice things up with a light dose of imported digital photos, charts, graphs, or diagrams, but avoid images that look so complex that they require detailed study.



Keep viewers oriented. Open with a slide that previews the main topics in your presentation. Use divider slides as transitions from one topic to the next. Close with a “Conclusion” or “Questions?” slide.



Set a comfortable pace. Present one idea per slide, bringing bullets on one at a time. Give viewers time to digest the data.



Avoid merely reciting the slides. Instead, discuss each slide, with specific examples and details that round out the idea—but try not to digress or ramble.

NOTE
See also the general guidelines for preparing and presenting visuals (pages 663 and 672.)

A presentation preview

An appeal to listeners’ concerns

Explicit transitions

A concrete example

A review of main points

An emphatic conclusion

GUIDELINES for Presenting Visuals



Try not to begin with a visual.


Try not to display a visual until you are ready to discuss it.



Tell viewers what they should be looking for in the visual.



Point to what is important.



Stand aside when discussing a visual, so everyone can see it.


Don’t turn your back on the audience.


After discussing the visual, remove it promptly.


Switch off equipment that is not in use.


Try not to end with a visual.
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GUIDELINES for Managing Listener Questions



Announce a specific time limit for the question period to avoid prolonged debates.



Listen carefully to each question.


If you can’t understand a question, ask that it be rephrased.



Repeat every question, to ensure that everyone hears it.



Be brief in your answers.


If you need extra time to answer a question, arrange for it after the presentation.



If anyone attempts lengthy debate, offer to continue after the presentation.



If you can’t answer a question, say so and move on.



End the session with, “We have time for one more question,” or some such signal.

CONSIDER THIS Cross-Cultural Audiences May Have Specific Expectations

Imagine that you’ve been assigned to represent your company at an international conference or before international clients (e.g., of passenger aircraft or mainframe computers). As you plan and prepare your presentation, remain sensitive to various cultural expectations.

For example, some cultures might be offended by a presentation that gets right to the point without first observing formalities of politeness, well wishes, and the like.

Certain communication styles are welcomed in some cultures, but considered offensive in others. In southern Europe and the Middle East, people expect direct and prolonged eye contact as a way of showing honesty and respect. In Southeast Asia, this may be taken as a sign of aggression or disrespect (Gesteland 24). A sampling of the questions to consider:


Should I smile a lot or look serious? (Hulbert, “Overcoming” 42)


Should I rely on expressive gestures and
facial expressions?


How loudly or softly, rapidly or slowly should I speak?


Should I come out from behind the podium and approach the audience or keep my distance?


Should I get right to the point or take plenty of time to lead into and discuss the matter thoroughly?


Should I focus only on the key facts or on all the details and various interpretations?


Should I be assertive in offering interpretations and conclusions, or should I allow listeners to reach their own conclusions?


Which types of visuals and which media might or might not work?


Should I invite questions from this audience, or would this be offensive?

To account for language differences, prepare a handout of your entire script for distribution after the presentation, along with a copy of your visuals. This way, your audience will be able to study your material at their leisure.

For more exercises, visit
<www.ablongman.com/lannon>

