Some FAQs on Giving Presentations
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Blind panic: What do I do if I get up to speak and I can’t remember a thing?

Stop thinking about yourself; concentrate instead on your audience. What is it that they need to learn? How is your talk going to help them? Then recite or read out the first sentence that you had hoped to memorise. Once you get started, the stage fright starts to fade.
I can’t remember which slide is coming next. 

Print out your entire presentation to paper with 6 or 9 slides per page. Mark each key press required with a red arrow if it leads to the next slide, and with a red dot if the key press does something else. If you do a lot of presenting, buy an Apple Macintosh laptop: whilst the audience just sees the current slide, you can see this and the next 2 slides in the Macintosh version of PowerPoint. Better still, with the Mac programme, Keynote, you get even more presenter aids. 

People who hog the question session

If someone seems to be asking questions to the exclusion of others, thank them for their contributions; suggest that you continue the debate after the session (even though you may not want to) and ask if anyone else has any unresolved issues. 

When asked no-one replies to questions you set to involve the audience

Ask them to spend a couple of minutes in pairs coming up with replies and then ask representatives from the pairs to respond.
If no one asks any questions at the end: you may have presented such a well-planned session, that they genuinely have no need to know any more.  Otherwise it may be they’ve all fallen asleep or that they need to be somewhere else soon.  Feedback sheets should help distinguish between these.  If you’ve finished early to allow for questions (but none come forward), it may be an opportunity just to remind them again of your key ‘take home messages’ before closing the session. 
How can I make the content more memorable?

The first concept at the beginning will be remembered well (primacy) as will the last at the end (recency).  If you divide the presentation into sections, with perhaps interludes of audience activity, this will create more beginnings and endings[1].
Human beings are hard wired to be interested in personal stories. Illustrating a point by reference to a story about yourself or someone known to the audience will make it memorable. 

Another way of making ideas simple, clear and therefore easy to understand and to remember is to use clean language. In NLP (neuro-linguistic programming) terms, this means using positive statements like I will do X (rather than I will avoid doing Y). Also, avoid double negatives – like not uncommon, and avoid implied alternatives – for example ‘try to remember’ carries with it the implicit concept that you could fail to remember. The straight instruction ‘remember’ is ‘cleaner’.  

Continuing the NLP theme, different people have different preferred ways of thinking and will naturally think and converse using different representational systems [2]. Some prefer action verbs, others auditory or visual ones.  To engage everyone, start with a sentence or story that uses each predicate system in turn. For example, while I was walking into the building today, I felt happy. I could smell the coffee, hear your excited conversation, and I could see that we were going to have a good session.
I have more than 5 main points to get across. How can I do this?

It is possible to ‘nest’ concepts within others. For example if you were to convert this chapter to a presentation, you could begin by making clear there are 3 main components – presentation methods, planning, and delivery. But that nested within each of these three are smaller points – for example nested within the methods are cue cards, flip charts, overhead, and data projectors.

If you offer a workbook or handout[3] to use through the presentation, or a handout to take away at the end, the major points and lesser issues can both be included in these. 

I have a series of presentations to make to the same audience – how can I engage them with the next subject between presentations. 

Ausubel [4] recommends the use of an advanced organiser. This is a basic framework or skeleton of the coming session, which could be handed out at the end of the previous session. It provides a skeleton to make incarnate at the next session.    
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