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Myths and Mistakes of Technical 
P t tiPresentations

P l M th A t h i l di i• Popular Myth: A technical audience requires a 
lot of technical details in order to evaluate the 
speaker’s ideasspeaker s ideas
– In 1989 HP conducted a survey to determine what 

technical presenters want to hear from other technicaltechnical presenters want to hear from other technical 
presenters. 

• Result: Listeners want talks easy to follow and y
well organized; they  want simplified message 
“less is more”
– Studies showed that simplifying and repeating the 

main idea will result in increased attentiveness and 
retentionretention



Myths and Mistakes of Technical 
P t tiPresentations

P l M th C t t i thi St l i• Popular Myth: Content is everything. Style is 
unimportant and enthusiasm is offensive

HP t d i di t d th t t h i l di t d– HP study indicated that technical audience wanted 
more enthusiasm and effective style, which included 
better visual assistance. 

– Often unenthusiastic delivery will ruin a speaker’s 
effectiveness

• Mehrabian, a communication theorist, showed 
that 
– Body language and tone of voice together supply 

93% of the overall message impact
Actual words only supply 7% of the overall impact– Actual words only supply 7% of the overall impact



Myths and Mistakes of Technical 
P t tiPresentations

• Popular Myth: The text on the visuals is more 
important than the speaker. 
– Technical presenters traditionally rely too much on 

slides
– Often, technical audiences find the slides distracting 

and boring
R b h k i l h f l i• Remember, the speaker is always the focal point
of presentation, visual assistance helps

• Pace of the presentation
• Flow of the information presented



Myths and Mistakes of Technical 
P t tiPresentations

• Popular Myth: Strategic organization is not p y g g
necessary for technical talks.
– Presenters often think that as long as they supply all 

the details the audience is capable of drawing thethe details, the audience is capable of drawing the 
appropriate conclusions. 

– Speakers often jump into the body of the presentation 
d t t di i d tand start discussing data

– Often the objective of the talk is not stated until the 
end of the talkend of the talk

• Technical speaker must not rely on the audience
to fill in gaps and reach appropriate conclusions.

• Technical speaker must understand different 
types of presentations, organization, and 
strategies for a particular type of speechstrategies for a particular type of speech.



OverviewOverview
• Comparing posters and oral presentationsComparing posters and oral presentations

Eff ti t d i• Effective poster design
• Effective design of an oral presentation g p

and slides
• Other kinds of Technical TalksOther kinds of Technical Talks

R• Resources



Poster or Presentation?Poster or Presentation?
Poster Oral Presentation

• Oral component is less 
structured, more interactive, 
depending on viewer’s

• Oral component is structured, 
not interactive
– Brief question perioddepending on viewer s 

questions and comments
• Viewers come and go

– Some will happen by

Brief question period
• Audience is captive

– Not necessarily there to hear 
you– Some will happen by

– Some will seek out your poster
– More opportunity for extensive 

discussion with genuinely

you
• Handouts can be used like a 

poster, to remind the audience 
of your points or to informdiscussion with genuinely 

interested, informed people
• Can be displayed when you’re 

not there to explain it

of your points or to inform 
those who could not attend

not there to explain it



What Do I Cover?What Do I Cover?

Both posters and oral presentations shouldBoth posters and oral presentations should
contain the same basics as a research
paper:

– Background
– Purpose
– Methods
– Results
– InterpretationInterpretation
– Conclusions

Schowen, K. B. In The ACS Style Guide. A Manual for Authors 
and Editors.; 2nd ed.; Dodd, J. S., Ed.; American Chemical 
Society: Washington, D.C., 1997; pp 27-38.



Posters: Text + VisualsPosters: Text  Visuals

P t bi t t l d i l l tPosters combine textual and visual elements
to get a message clearly and concisely to ag g y y
viewer. 

C t th i P P i t d df fil– Create them in Power Point and save as a pdf file.
– Use a process of drafting, revising, and editing just 

as you do to write a paper.



An award winning posterAn award winning poster

The poster that follows, “Southern Flounder
Exhibit Temperature-Dependent Sex
Determination Behavior ” won an awardDetermination Behavior,  won an award.
Still, it’s not perfect. What do you think?
What are its strengths and weaknesses?



http://www ncsu edu/project/posters/examples/example11 htmlhttp://www.ncsu.edu/project/posters/examples/example11.html



Visuals Are Key to PostersVisuals Are Key to Posters
• Visual elements should be:Visual elements should be:

– Legible from a distance 
Numbered titled and referenced in the text– Numbered, titled, and referenced in the text

– Designed to get the gist of your message 
acrossacross

• Use Color with a purpose.
– To show connections
– To guide the audience through the poster
– To highlight



Poster Design
•Use a layout that is easy to follow.

–left-to-right flow in vertical columns
–two fields in contrasttwo fields in contrast
–left-to-right flow in horizontal rows
–a centered image with explanations

•Blank space
Frames the area it surrounds–Frames the area it surrounds

•Graphic hierarchies (font sizes, line widths)
–BIG=important; small=less important

•Indenting
–Creates blanks space & hierarchy



TextText 
• Write for the audience: e g scholarlyWrite for the audience: e.g., scholarly, 

popular, technical, lay.
• Use bullets white space italics bold• Use bullets, white space, italics, bold, 

underlining, and headings to guide the 
eye Use them consistentlyeye. Use them consistently.

• Make paragraphs and sentences short.
• Rewrite for the poster (don’t recycle from a 

paper).p p )
• Watch for typos and errors.



Keep it concise and use p
parallel structure for lists.

Original 
Th id l th ti

Revised
Id l th tiThe ideal anesthetic 

should quickly make 
th ti t

Ideal anesthetics
• Quick sedation

the patient 
unconscious but allow 

i k t t

• Quick recovery
• Few side effectsa quick return to 

consciousness, have 
f id ff t d

 Few side effects
• Safe to handle

few side effects, and 
be safe to handle.



Posters Need Legible FontsPosters Need Legible Fonts 
with Concise Wording

• All labels should be legible from at least 3 feet 
away.
K h di f l l f i• Keep headings of same level of importance: same 
size and type of font. 

Titl (96)Title (96)( )
Headings (36)

Text (32)



Consider the strengths and g
weaknesses the following posters

• Do they contain long chunks of text?
A th l i t t l t• Are the colors consistent, pleasant, 
meaningful?

• Are they too busy or too plain (too much 
white space)?white space)?

• Do you know immediately what they 
investigate and why it is significant?











Oral PresentationsOral Presentations
• Use the same basic visual techniques.

– Descriptive headings, white space, italics, bold, underline, and 
lists to guide material and organize

– Pictures that supplement text 
– Color that creates a theme or is visually pleasing.

• Text should be concise.
– In lists using parallel structureIn lists, using parallel structure
– No telegraphic style: use phrases or complete sentences

• Make it legible from 2m away (unprojected).
f• Be professional!

– No cute, but irrelevant clip art
– No distracting backgrounds, animations, bordersg g , ,
– No misspellings, typos



Creating Your VisualsCreating Your Visuals
• 14 lines per visual (max)

– Do not put too much information within a single visual
• A title for each visual

– Title must be meaningfulTitle must be meaningful
• Simple readable labels

– Labels on charts or graphs should be specific and precise 
(balance with simplicity)(balance with simplicity)

– Labels must be meaningful yet simple
• Readable from the rear

– Print size at least 20 points
• No more than 3-5 major points

– Each point must be easily identifiableEach point must be easily identifiable
– Use highlights, colors, bullets, different text size 



Creating Your VisualsCreating Your Visuals
• Consistency is a must

– Consistency of graphic layout of your visuals is a mustConsistency of graphic layout of your visuals is a must
– You should limit yourself to one or two type styles, type sizes 

and colors all within one presentation
– You should limit yourself to one or two type styles and three typeYou should limit yourself to one or two type styles and three type 

sizes at most
• Use colors appropriately

– Never use the color red for your main text title or labels red– Never use the color red for your main text, title or labels, red 
color is difficult to read from distance

– Use red as a highlight color, indicating problem area
– Use green as a highlight color– Use green as a highlight color
– Two of the most common and readable colors are blue and 

black 
– Blue color (especially light blue) is the most soothing color on an– Blue color (especially light blue) is the most soothing color on an 

eye. 
• Visuals Must be organized

Your visuals must have introduction body and closing– Your visuals must have introduction, body and closing 



3-Part Structure3 Part Structure
• Introduction--Tell the audience your topic theIntroduction Tell the audience your topic, the 

points you will cover, and the reason your topic 
is important to themis important to them. 

B d Di h i t A t t h• Body--Discuss each point.  Accentuate each 
point. 

• Conclusion--Repeat the key ideas you want p y y
your audience to remember. 



Introduction includes topic, 
motivation, and organization

• State the main purpose of your presentation. 
• Motivate the topic why should anyone care• Motivate the topic – why should anyone care 

about this research?
F t i ti• Forecast your organization. 

•Thank the person who introduced you
•Begin your talk decisively, not with “um,” “OK,” or “let’s see”
E bli h i di l i h h di•Establish eye contact, rapport immediately with the audience

•Make them get interested in your topic. 



Main SectionMain Section
• Present only the main ideas.
• Present one idea per slide.

– The slide title should state the topic or main idea
• Do not include information you won’t have time to 

discuss.

•Keep your talk simple by avoiding excessive jargon and details
•Talk to the audience, not the screen or your notes
S k l l l l d l dl•Speak slowly, clearly, and loudly

•Resist filler words like “um” or “uh;” instead, don’t be afraid to pause



ConclusionConclusion
• Leave the audience with a take-home message.

f /• Leave time for question/answer.
– Always listen carefully to the questions and answer 

ONLY h k dONLY what was asked.
– Don’t get defensive.

• Thank your host and your audience.

•End your talk decisively with “thank you”
not with “that’s all” or “that’s about it”

•Do not end with “Are there any questions?” because proper protocol is 
for the audience to clap before questions are asked



Other DetailsOther Details
• Bring your own computer and projection equipment• Bring your own computer and projection equipment.
• Otherwise, have always a Power Point or similar + a 

PDF filePDF file.

• Check your presentation beforehand (projector• Check your presentation beforehand (projector 
definition or colors might change!!). 

• Check the room before you go.



Are slides the key to success?Are slides the key to success?



Visual AssistanceVisual Assistance
• Studies show that people store and• Studies show that people store and 

access information in three primary ways: 
Vi ll di i ll ki h i ll– Visually, auditorially, kinesthetically

• Adults absorb, retain and learn: ,
– 10% of what they read

20% what they hear– 20% what they hear
– 30% what they read and hear
– 50% what they hear and see
– 90% what they doy



Visual Medium for PresentationsVisual Medium for Presentations

• Visuals support the speech they are NOT the• Visuals support the speech, they are NOT the 
primary message

• Visuals are only used to dramatize and clarifyVisuals are only used to dramatize and clarify 
the message

• You must practice your main points of the p y p
presentation without relying on the visuals

• Visuals should assist you in controlling
– Pace of the presentation
– Flow of the information 

• Important! When you transition from one visual• Important! – When you transition from one visual 
to the next, introduce the topic area of the next 
visual before it is revealed. 



Presentation DeliveryPresentation Delivery 
Albert Mehrabian a well-known communicationAlbert Mehrabian, a well known communication 

theorist, specifies that message impact can be 
divided into three factors:divided into three factors: 

• Body language
Contributes 55% toward message impact– Contributes 55% toward message impact

• Tone of voice
– Contributes 38% toward message impact

• Actual words
– Contributes 7% toward message impact



Body LanguageBody Language
• Eye Contact

– In United States, eye contact is a primary and vital part of 
interpersonal communicationinterpersonal communication

– By gazing directly into another’s eyes we establish 
link/closeness
When speaking to audience maintain eye contact with audience– When speaking to audience, maintain eye contact with audience 
members

– In fact, studies show perception of distrust are created when eye 
contact is NOT maintainedcontact is NOT maintained. 

• Facial Expression
– Speaker must be certain that her words and her face are 

communicating the same message If not she will leave thecommunicating the same message. If not, she  will leave the 
audience confused and uncertain of the true message. 

• Gestures
M t i t f b d l– Most expressive part of body language

– Speaker uses his hands and arms to illustrate his words
– Basic gestures show things such as: weight, shape, direction, 

i t i t timportance, comparison, contrast



Tone of Voice
• Volume in speech 

– Speaker should express excitement and enthusiasm for the topicp p p
– Volume should be varied in strength and intensity to add emphasis and 

dramatic impact to your presentations
– Through volume control, the audience can infer the speaker’s message
– Many speakers control voice to “sound professional”, but professionals do just 

the opposite!!
• Consistent loudness – tendency to talk too loudly or softly

– Common problem is ‘fading voice’. Make certain to maintain a consistent 
loudness. 

– Mostly deliver presentation in a clear voice at a conversational level
Consider the room where you are speaking– Consider the room where you are speaking

• Convey life, color and melody
– Voice should not sound flat or wooden, beginners tend to speak on too high a 

pitchpitch. 
– A thin high-pitched tone lacks authority and appeal; it is harsh and unpleasant. 
– Cultivate deeper tones.
– “one-note” pitch is also a problem – boring– one-note  pitch is also a problem – boring.



Tone of VoiceTone of Voice
• A good speaker will use as many as 25 different 

l l f i h i d ilevels of pitch to convey variety and meaning. 
• Rate of Delivery

Is often linked with your personality and/or cultural origin– Is often linked with your personality and/or cultural origin
– Relates to how you think and behave

• Variety of rate reflects changes in emotion and mood y g
and can greatly enhance your presentations 
– Plan rate intentionally

• Fast rate sense of excitement; rapid sequence of events• Fast rate – sense of excitement; rapid sequence of events
– Avoid extremes (too slow or too quickly)

• In case of slow speakers, listeners start daydreaming
• In case of fast speakers, listeners become frustrated and “tune out”. 

• Most effective speaking rate falls within the range of 120-
160 words per minute160 words per minute. 



Technical Talk Types 
(T h i l P )(Technical Paper)

• Purpose at conferencePurpose at conference
– to present technical paper orally to peers and colleagues

• Challenge
Con ert paper into speech– Convert paper into speech

• Reduce number of main points into a manageable number
– 15-20  minutes presentation 

N th 4 5 i i t ld b d d t l• No more than 4-5 main points could be covered adequately
• Audience expects only highlights

• Oral Presentation should include
– Statement of research problem
– Research methodology
– Review of results 

Goal:
Provide highlights of 
your research to

– Conclusions 
– Future applications 

your research to 
stimulate intellectual 
thought and 
discussion



Technical Briefingg
• Purpose for briefing (most common in industry)

– To provide pertinent facts in such a way that the audience canTo provide pertinent facts in such a way that the audience can 
grasp them quickly, understand their application , use them as a 
basis for making important decision

– To convey technical information to a critical audienceTo convey technical information to a critical audience
• Challenge

– Analyze audience
– Determine the result you want your presentation to achieve
– Reduce main points to a manageable number

• Purpose must be stated in a single sentence• Purpose must be stated in a single sentence
– Serves as the focal point for the entire presentation

• Conclusion should summarize the main message and g
primary points

Goal:
Don’t waste others time, make your points 
simply, clearly and quickly. 



Non-technical Audience
• Purpose 

– To interpret the world of high technology to a non-technical audience
– To persuade, to inform, to build support for an idea or to generate 

action
• Different from previous talksp

– How you present the information is more important than the content!
• Organization of Speech

Begin this speech by capturing audience attention and interest;– Begin this speech by capturing audience attention and interest; 
– Speaker very early on must specifically state how this topic is related

to audiences interests. 
• Use every day language avoid jargon• Use every day language, avoid jargon
• If you use jargon, make sure to introduce/define it. 
• Use short crisp sentences with active verbs
• Make heavy use of examples analogies metaphors and comparisons toMake heavy use of examples, analogies, metaphors, and comparisons to 

clarify and support your main points
• Gain audience attention, win their interest and finally build understanding

Goal:
unravel “high-tech” mysteries for your audience



Team PresentationTeam Presentation 
• Purpose

Similar to technical briefing– Similar to technical briefing
– Large team involved to present larger projects, crossing many 

functional areas involving higher stakes
Need multiple presenters– Need multiple presenters

• Challenge
– Besides challenges for the speaker in a briefing, the coordination 

f f l t i h llof successful team is a challenge
• All aspects of presentation must be coordinated

– Members must establish unified objectives, strategy, j gy
organization and visual assistance

– Practice is critical for the team presentation!!!

Goal:
the team leader must be certain that members of the 
team do present overlapping information and the 
flow of the presentation is cohesive and unified. 



SummarySummary
• Pay very much attention to oral communication in every 

technical communication 
– Email
– 5 minute presentation of your research (on the way to the train 

station or in the elevator)station or in the elevator)
– 15 minute presentation of your research (in conference)
– 45-50 minute presentation of your research (in job talk, invited 

t lk k t )talk, keynote)
– 55-100 minute presentation of your research (in classroom)

• Asking good questions is also oral and memorableAsking good questions is also oral and memorable 
communication

• Approach: Practice, Practice, Practice

ULTIMATE GOAL:
Be effective Communicator in every situation



Speaker IntroductionsSpeaker Introductions
• Purpose of speaker introductions• Purpose of speaker introductions

– Establish rapport and speaker credibility with 
th dithe audience

– Well done introduction will warm up and ready 
the audience for this particular speaker

– Weak introductions are a disservice to the 
audience and the speaker. 

– Successful introductions considerSuccessful introductions consider
• Content, timing and delivery



Speaker Introductions (Content)Speaker Introductions (Content)
• Speaker should always prepare her own p y p p

introduction 
• As a moderator you should request a speaker 

i t d ti f th k ll i d fintroduction from the speaker well in advance of 
the program

• If the speaker does not provide bio prepare the• If the speaker does not provide bio, prepare the 
introductions from the biographical material on 
the web

• Present
– Speaker’s full name (at least twice, perhaps more)
– Source of credibility (e.g., current job, experience)
– Education/background

Speech title– Speech title



Speaker Introductions (Delivery)Speaker Introductions (Delivery)

• It is speaker’s responsibility to check with• It is speaker s responsibility to check with 
the moderator concerning name, dates, 

i tipronunciation
• If you have difficult name, put the phonetic y , p p

spelling of your name in parentheses
• Preserve proper form• Preserve proper form 



Speaker Introduction (Timing)Speaker Introduction (Timing)

• An introduction should be proportionate toAn introduction should be proportionate to 
the speech being introduced

• Most professional speakers apply the• Most professional speakers apply the 
“one-tenth maximum” rule of thumb of 
introductionintroduction 

• For 10 minutes speech – 1 minute 
introduction

• Never go over 12 minutes of introduction g
even for a 1 day seminar



ResourcesResources
• http://www.principiae.be - Jean-Luc Doumont is a trainner on p p p

effective oral presentations and written documents. 
• http://www.ncsu.edu/project/posters/NewSite/ - Online 

hints and tips on poster design. p p g
• http://www.io.com/~hcexres/textbook/oral.html - Part of an 

online technical writing textbook, this site provides step-by-step 
instructions as well as numerous helpful examples.p p

• http://www.kumc.edu/SAH/OTEd/jradel/Poster_Presentat
ions/110.html - Maintained by the Kansas University Medical 
Center, this tutorial focuses on how to design a poster for an oralCenter, this tutorial focuses on how to design a poster for an oral 
presentation and includes helpful tips grouped under appropriate 
menus.

• http://www.tamu.edu/ode/graduatewritingproject/ - A Texashttp://www.tamu.edu/ode/graduatewritingproject/ A Texas 
A&M site, it includes poster presentations as well as oral 
presentations, with plenty of tips, advice, and examples.


