Presentations: A tutor’sview (by Gerard Sharpling)

Many students asked me the following question: *What makes a good presentation?
However, | find that it israther difficult to say what exactly makes a good presentation.
It sabit like asking * how long isapiece of gring’. When | give presentations mysdf, |
often try to answer this question by putting mysdf in the position of the audience, and to
ask some reflective quegtions, such as *Who ismy audience? , “What do they want to
know? and ‘How much specidised knowledge do they have? In other words, one of the
things | spend alot of time on istrying to make sure the presentation is ‘ pitched’ at the
right level. This sense of sf-reflexivity also extendsto practica matters, such as'If |
were ligening to mysdf, as my audience, would | be able to understand everything
cearly? and ‘“Would | be able to reed my own visuds from the back? | will sometimes
have to take along hard look a mysalf when answering these questions. The answer are
not dways what | want to hear.

Although | find it hard to say what makes a good presentation, | know al too well what
kind of presentations | get bored with: onesthat are too long, oneswhere | cannot
understand the speaker properly, oneswhere | cannot read the OHT sheets (I am short-
sghted), ones where the speaker just reads the visuas or handouts, onesthat | cannot
hear properly (I do have well below 100% hearing), ones where the diction makesthe
idess unintdligible... Let'stry and bresk thisdown further, however.

| would say thet visud ads are very important in some presentations, but not in others. |
have seen many outstanding presentations where no OHT transparencies have been used
a dl. And many conferences rely solely on the spoken word. Perhapsthisis because
OHTs are often seen, in some cultures or disciplines, aneedless digraction. Thisis
especidly the case if the spesker Smply reads from the OHT trangparency, without
improvisation or embe lishment. Thisis o pededtrian. Also, | have found thet it isdl too
essy to disguise lack of knowledge and research by ‘ dressing the presentation up” with
PowerPoint fireworks and bells and whidtles. If the presentation isinteresting and
academicaly engaging, then it will do the job withott the need for extraneous visud
glory. If the presentation is poor and undermined by lack of knowledge, then
unfortunately no amount of 1T wizardry will be likely to makeit any better. The key is
the pesker’ s aility to engage with the subject.

Stll on the subject of visud ads, | have found thet it is very common for speskersto
totaly underestimate the difficulty of seeing or hearing adequatdly from the back of a
classroom. Surely such speskers should redlise that there may just be people who are
patidly sghted or with impaired hearing in the room? | know what it islike gtting in a
room being unable to see or hear very well. It takes me quite along time to process
visud/verbd information and | get frudtrated if things go too fast for me. 1 find it useful
to make the typeface of my OHT sheets considerably larger than would be the caseif |
was doing an assgnment. |’ ve aso seen more OHT sheets with scrawly and often
illegible handwriting than | care to remember. In business Stuaions (and we might see
academic Stuations as being milar) thisis downright impalite. It is necessary to have




proper respect for one' s audience. In some of the best presentations | have been to, the
pesker will even ask the audience if the can hear/see dll right before getting into the
main part of the presentation.

Interms of physcal agpects, | sometimes get very ‘edgy’ if a spesker goes on for along
time without reelisng he/.she has gone overtime. | don't want to stop the student but
sometimes this becomes necessary.

Another tricky issue iswhether or not one should read doud or whether oneis best
advised to refer to notes. Thereis no redlly essy answer to this | have seen many redly
excdlent presentations that have been read doud, and some redly awful oneswhere the
pesker hastried to talk without notes. Perhaps the problem with reading isthat the
information dengty is very high, and S0 the reeder has to read much more dowly than
they expect. But if astudent can ded with this, why not let them?

Now to adidinctly worrying aspect of many presentation course books, thet is, the need
for eye contact. | have even known people who have pendised sudents for not
mantaining eye contact. Thisis, however, avery sendtive issue, and depends on many
cultural and gender issues In the Weg, | have found that people wrongly attribute lack of
eye contact to alack of trusworthiness. But again, | go back to what | said before. If the
presentation is engaging and interesting, eye contact is probably something of an
irrdlevance.

By way of summary, | don't think thereis any one ‘way’ of presenting. | present things
very differently depending on whether the group issmadl or large, and depending on their
leve of knowledge. Usng Power Point is obvioudy judtified when | talk to agroup of
over 300 dudents. On the other hand, to go to these lengths when talking to asmdl group
of peers ssems quiteridiculous. Smilarly, it is rather unnecessary fro sudents doing

smal group presentations to Sart by saying * Good morning’ (they’ ve probably said it
before anyway),  Thank you for coming’ (the students have no choice in the metter, so
why thank them?) and ‘We come to this presentation’. Ending with * Thank you for
ligening’ isaso unnecessarily deferentiad



