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Oral presentations
Most people would choose to avoid giving presentations at university if given half the chance. However verbal communication, often in a formal setting, is a skill required in many careers and leaving acquiring the necessary skills and confidence until you have to do it as part of your job may be leaving it too late. This sheet will help with getting to grips with doing presentations.
Why do we give oral presentations?

You may be asked to give a presentation or seminar for a number of reasons:

· As a means of stimulating or generating discussions in group situations – seminars and presentations provide a useful and efficient method for covering a range of issues through the sharing of research with other members of the group.

· As an exercise – to develop communications skills transferable to the workplace.

· As a means of assessment – an alternative to a written assignment. 

· As part of a job application/interview.

How will I be assessed?
You are likely to be assessed on the following points:

· Content

· Organisation of resources

· Materials

· Presentation

You may be given a subject or asked to select a topical issue related to the area under study. You may be asked to lead the presentation yourself, work with a partner or a small group of colleagues. Find out how long the presentation should be, if no time limit is given then aim to talk for no more than ten to fifteen minutes as most listeners will become restless. If it is longer, break up your periods of speech and do not spend too long on one topic area. 
Avoid making it up as you go along – this is more likely to make you anxious and the lack of preparation will show. You will need to plan and prepare you presentation as thoroughly as any other work you do.
Preparing for the seminar

If you have been given a topic you will need to analyse it. If you can choose your own you will need to define the area you will cover. It is useful to set yourself a question to answer as this will help to make the presentation more analytical and less descriptive. Avoid being over ambitious. In the time given, you are not going to be able to do much more than outline the subject and make a few main points. Ask yourself these questions as you research your information:

· What do I already know about the topic? This may be more or less where other students are with their thinking on the same subject. It can help to get you started.
· What are the main points of the topic? As you research, try to focus on the main points; this is the essence of what you will present to your audience.
· What will the main theme or argument be? As you become aware of the main points, you should start to think about their relative importance.
· How will I structure my presentation? As you become aware of the relative importance of each point, you can start to consider the appropriate sequence for them. This will provide an outline or plan for the presentation.
Remember, you will have given the topic a lot of thought, so you will be much more knowledgeable than your audience – they will need the main points presented in a clear and simple fashion.

Order your main points and put these on three or four post or index cards. You can list key points under the main headings. Do not write a small essay to read out. Having your key point listed, perhaps using only keywords, will prevent you from merely reading from a script. Reading things out will produce a flat and dull style and if you are interrupted and lose your thread, it will be very hard to find your place and pick it up again.

Illustrations and diagrams are great for making important points clearly. Consider using the overhead projector – this will vary your presentation and give your audience something to look at rather than just you. It also avoids the need to write on a board or flipchart – one less thing to worry about!

Remember… prepare your resources and be familiar with equipment … in advance!

You should decide if and when you will take questions so that you can deal with them if and when they arise. Taking questions during the presentation may help keep the group’s attention, but it may interrupt your flow and prove to be too distracting. Therefore, answer questions when you finish.
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Prompt cards can tell you when to do things…

Main heading 1

a) you can indicate when to use the overhead

b) you can indicate when to take questions

c) you can find your place easily

d) you will focus on your points

Practice your presentation

Run through what you intend to say and practice working from the cards. Time your talk to keep to the fifteen minute rule. Again, if you are going to use any audio/visual aides (including video, tape recordings or overhead projectors), then make sure you are familiar in advance with the technology.
Giving the seminar

· Take a few deep breaths before you start – it’s easy to forget to breathe normally. Less oxygen adds to the feeling of stress.

· Emphasise key points – use a change of voice or make a conscious effort to slow down in order to highlight the point
· Try to maintain eye contact with the group – it helps the group to feel as though you are talking to them. Top tip: If it is too difficult to maintain eye contact then just look slightly above the heads of the audience – it looks the same!
Adapted from Paul Harris, Learning Support Unit, University of Greenwich, 1996. Original Sources: Marshal and Rowland, 1993, A Guide to Learning Independently, 2nd ed. Open University and Northedge, 1990, The Good Study Guide, Open University.
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