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“The human brain is a wonderful thing. It 
operates from the moment you are born 
until the first time you get up to make a 
speech.”

Howard Goshorn



Overview

Initial planning
Organising your talk
Visual aids
Preparing yourself
Posters



Initial Planning

Start early!
Know your audience
How much can you reasonably talk about 
in allotted time? (1 slide/min)
Define your take home message
Talk to colleagues to clarify your thoughts



Organising your talk

Introduction: What does the audience need 
to know to understand your results and 
conclusions? What are key issues?
State what your objectives are up-front
Data with clear statement of immediate 
significance
Conclusion: tie together the main points with 
a clear take home message



The Introduction
What are you studying?

Biological system, molecule, model?
What are its basic characteristics?
What are the relevant open questions?
What is the intention of your study?
At least hint at outcome
Be kind to your audience …

… AVOID ACRONYMS!!!!



Presenting your results
Why this experiment?
Take time to explain any figures or graphs
Present a minimum of information per slide
Use tables sparingly
What do you conclude from this 
experiment?
What further questions does this raise?
Lead into next data slide



Concluding your talk

Summarise the aim of the study
Summarise key results
Final take-home message
End with a “thank you”



Visual Aids

Make it CLEAR 
Keep it SIMPLE
Be CONSISTENT



Make it CLEAR

Choose an appropriate font
Select the right font size
Settle on a colour scheme

… AND BE CONSISTENT



Make it CLEAR: font style

Serif fonts like Times Roman are good in long texts 
but can be more difficult to read on slides

A sans serif font like Arial or Helvetica is clearer

AVOID BLOCKS OF UPPER CASE TEXT 
SINCE THIS IS DIFFICULT TO READ



Make it CLEAR: font size
Larger text is easier to read from the back of the 
room...

...but less text will fit on each slide (not necessarily a 
bad thing).

This is arial 12 point (normal text)

This is Arial 18 point

This is Arial 24 point

This is Arial 36 point

This is Arial 48 point

Too small !!!



Keep it SIMPLE

Use visuals (text or 
graphics) only to 
introduce essential 
elements.

The audience should get 
the point within about 5 
seconds after the visual 
appears.

Less is better.



Keep it SIMPLE: graphs
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Keep it SIMPLE: graphs
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Principle

The number of dimensions in the 
figure should not exceed the 

dimensions of the data



Design of Graphs

Include as little information per graph as 
possible
Do not include unnecessary data
Use consistent colours
Don’t just use Excel’s default colours
Remember that ca. 4% of males are R/G 
colour blind 



Preparing yourself

“There are two types of speakers: those 
that are nervous and those that are 
liars”

Mark Twain



Prepare yourself
Start preparing your talk early
Make sure you are on top of your subject
Know your slides
Practice out loud many times also with friends or 
colleagues
Your practice talks will be 20% shorter that the 
real thing
Find out beforehand what equipment will be 
available (e.g. Mac, PC, USB, CD) 
Is the context informal or formal?



On the day
Don’t drink a lot of tea/coffee/beer before your 
talk!
Visit the lecture room beforehand and familiarise 
yourself with the equipment
It’s your show – ask for help
Meet the Chair
Don’t worry about being nervous
Take a couple of deep breaths but don’t sigh 
loudly!
Remember – people want you to succeed!



Delivering your talk
Learn your opening remarks well – don’t expect 
to improvise
Don’t stand like a statue but don’t pace 
backwards and forwards
Don’t apologise for being nervous
Don’t read from a manuscript
Make eye contact with the audience during your 
talk
Speak slowly and clearly
Don’t make jokes



Murphy never sleeps!
The microphone will fail
PowerPoint will fail
The laser pointer’s battery will be empty

Have a “Plan B”
Think beforehand about how you could 
continue if your visual media fail 
Don’t insult the technician!



Dealing with interruptions

Prepare to be interrupted – deal 
immediately with points that need 
clarifying
Don’t allow yourself to be distracted
Refer questioner politely to later part of 
your talk or to question time



Question time
Anticipate questions
Don’t interrupt questioner – listen politely
Repeat question if necessary
Avoid prolonged discussion with one 
member of audience – refer to private 
discussion afterwards
Don’t be afraid to admit ignorance – don’t 
apologise, refer to possible sources if 
possible or offer to look it up later



Preparing Posters
Guide the eye through the poster with clear 
layout
Use large fonts
Design the poster to address one central 
question - use your time to expand upon issues 
surrounding that central theme. 
Summarise conclusions clearly and using user-
friendly language
Have a clear take-home message
Acknowledge help, funding source





Practical issues

Don’t check in your poster at the airport
Don’t leave it lying around in your hotel room
Find out beforehand how to affix your poster 
to the poster board
Respect the time to attend your poster
Do not wander too far away from your poster 
during the session; be available for 
discussion!



Giving Presentations

Plan early
Practice thoroughly
Presentation should have logical flow
Have a clear take-home message
Prepare yourself for all eventualities
Go full circle



In other words …

Tell them what you‘re going to tell them
Tell them
Then tell them what you told them!



Some web resources

www.kumc.edu/SAH/OTEd/jradel/Preparing_talks/TalkStrt.html

http://www.owlnet.rice.edu/~cainproj//ih.html#2

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/


