
Preparing an Effective Oral Presentation to get 
you to the next level 



  Strong Presentation Skills: 

◦  Allow you to clearly describe your research 

◦  Encourage scientific interactions/collaborations 

◦  Lead to increased invitations to speak both 
Nationally and Internationally 

◦  When done right, identifies you as an authority in 
the topic 



  Clear statement of your main message 

  Engage and even entertain your audience 

  Wow the audience with your scientific skills 

  Get (and graciously accept) feedback! 



  Departmental Works in Progress 
◦  Close colleagues, within your discipline 
◦  Division/Department Chair 
◦  Students/postdocs/technicians that may be helpful to your lab 

  Invited Faculty Talks 
◦  More distant colleagues, may be outside your direct discipline 
◦  Potential collaborators 
◦  Potential Paper Reviewers 
◦  Students/postdocs/technicians that may work for you someday 

  Conference Talks 
◦  Distant colleagues 
◦  Potential collaborators 
◦  Potential Grant (and Paper) reviewers 
◦  Students/postdocs/technicians that may work for you someday 



  10 minute Conference Talk 

  30 minute Departmental seminar or Conference talk 

  60 minute Invited Faculty Talks (Really 45 minutes with 15 
minutes for questions) 

Remember that a general rule of 
thumb is ONE SLIDE PER MINUTE  

(not including the Question period)  



Every presentation should have one main message 

Examples: 
 
  ATP signaling alters cardiac function 
following a myocardial infarction 
 
  Omega 3 Fatty Acids limit arrhythmias 
in at risk populations 
 
  Stent A outperforms Stent B 



  Ask yourself the tough questions 

◦  Am I easily distracted if someone breaks in to ask a 
question? 

◦  Am I easily drawn off topic by discussion? 

◦  Do I have trouble transitioning back into my talk? 

◦  Does speaking in public make me nervous? 

These things can be mitigated!!!!! 



  Remember the 1 slide per minute rule 

  Tell the audience up front what your main message will be either 
in the title or in the first slide. 

  Give enough background to capture everyone in the audience 
(Know your Audience) 

  Go directly into data, add methods at the point you discuss the 
data not as one of your initial slides (this may not apply to all 
talks). 

  Make sure you have a clear conclusion slide that reiterates the 
main message of the talk. 

  Don’t forget your acknowledgements. These show that you are a 
good collaborator. 



Title Slide 

Cheese is 
good for you 

Mice fed a diet 
of 

cheese were 
fatter than 

mice that had 
no cheese  

 

The National Institutes of 
Mouse Health recently 
issued a ban on eating 
cheese 
 
Cheese has been a 
dietary staple forever 

Question:What effect 
does eating cheese 
have on our health? 

Cheese Treatment of  
HEK293 cells  

Background Your Question 

Data Data Conclusion 

Summary 
1.  HEK cells get 

bigger with cheese 
2.  Mice are fatter with 

cheese 
Conclusion:Cheese 
is good for you! 

Don’t Forget  
Acknowledgements 

Chuck E. Cheese PhD 
Professor of Cheese 
Mouse Univ, Boston MA 



  Make it clear from your title what your main 
message of the talk will be. 

  Avoid jargon and abbreviations in the title. 

  Put your full name (not nickname), position 
and affiliation so people can find you again 
later. 

  Do not read the title slide but use this to give 
a one-two sentence background on the topic. 



Cheese is good for you 

Chuck E. Cheese PhD 
Professor of Cheese 
Mouse Univ, Boston MA 

Voice over-Today I will be discussing 
my work on the important role of 
cheese in the mouse diet. As most of 
you already know (change to 
Background slide)…… 



  Use bullets points, not paragraphs 

  Text should be large enough to read at the back 
of the room 

  Never read the text slides, summarize 

  Give important citations on the slides but do not 
read/discuss them unless pertinent to your own 
work 

  Make clear spaces between main points 



The National Institutes of Mouse 
Health recently issued a ban on 
eating cheese1 

 
Cheese has been a dietary staple 
forever 

Background 

1-NIMH alerts, May 2011 



  All slides need a title, even data slides 
  Images need to be large enough to see the 

data 
  Text should be large enough to read from the 

back of the room 
  Slides should be minimalistic  
  Animation should be limited 



Cheese Treatment of  
HEK293 cells  

Ce
ll 

si
ze

 
Treatment 



  Summarize the main data that support your 
conclusion 

  Clearly identify areas that are still unknown 

  Repeat the main message of the talk 



Summary 
1.  HEK cells get bigger with cheese 

2.  Mice are fatter with cheese 

3.  We are not yet sure fatter is better but 
we think so because we are so fat!  

Conclusion:Cheese 
is good for you 



  There are three roles for the acknowledgement 
slide 
◦  Identify the members of your lab and who did most of 

the work that you described. BE GENEROUS WITH YOUR 
LAB MEMBERS AND COLLEAGUES. 
◦  Identify collaborators. Put all collaborators even if they 

were not involved in that particular project but highlight 
the collaborators that were involved. Again, BE 
GENEROUS. 
◦  Identify your funding sources. This is very important for 

conferences where NIH members may be in the 
audience. 
  Do NOT go through every one on the slide, just the people 

directly involved in the study that you presented. If you are 
short of time, you can even just list the groups (here is my 
lab, my collaborators and of course my funding agencies) 



Acknowledgements 
BIDMC 
Elena Dolmatova 
Jennifer Baum 
Alex Tan 
Kaitlyn Hajjar 
Aaron Quarles 
 
Columbia University 
Penelope Boyden 
Michael Rosen 
Andrew L Wit 

U. Nebraska  
Paul Sorgen 
Gaielle Stagnol 

University of Miami 
Gerhard Dahl 

NIH, AHA and BIDMC 

UC San Diego  
Gina Sosinsky 
Daniella Boassa 



  Make sure you leave time for questions 

  Try to notice who gets their hand up first, second etc 

  Look directly at the person asking the question and 
try not to look around the room as if the answer is 
out there somewhere 

  Take a few seconds to formulate the answer 

  Give short, to the point answers 

  If you do not understand the questions, ask for 
clarification.  



  Be prepared, read the literature (including your own work!). 
If someone brings up a study that might show opposite 
results from yours, discuss the differences honestly. 

  Remember that not having every answer is okay, but you 
need to admit to it. If you don’t know the answer just say 
so. Example:I’m sorry, I should know that but right now, I 
don’t. 

  Accents, yours and theirs. Sometimes you may just be 
unable to understand what someone is asking. After 
asking for clarification you can suggest that you speak 
after the talk, then move to the next question.  

  Hostile questions happen, rarely, but they do happen. 
Answer the science, avoid the personal and move on. 



  Things to do: 
◦  Dress Professionally 
◦  Speak loudly and look at the audience (not the slides) 
◦  Thank the person or organization that invited you 
◦  Use the pointer properly 

  Things NOT to do: 
◦  Read the slides verbatim  
◦  Play with items in your hands (like the pointer) 
◦  Put your hands in your pockets when speaking 
◦  Cover your mouth with your hand when speaking 
◦  Turn your back on the audience, ever 

 



  Know your audience 

  Jeans are never professional, neither are shorts or t-shirts. 
Underclothes OR their straps should not be visible to the 
audience. 

  Dress for work, not for an evening out (no open button tops 
for men, no short skirts for women) 

  Wear dress shoes, no sneakers, no flip flops, no Tevas, -ever. 
Sandals only under certain circumstances 

  Wear a professional hair style. For men and women, if your 
hair is long either pull it back or put it up (for practical 
reasons mostly) 



  Know yourself 

  If you are a quiet person you need to wear a 
microphone or speak loud enough that you think 
you are yelling (almost) 

  Face the audience (which means memorize your 
talk). If your face is pointing at the screen they may 
not be able to hear/understand you 

  Never cover your mouth. People need to see your 
lips so they can more clearly hear you 



  Humans are visual creatures, we will look only at 
what you point at 

  Wide swooping circles with the pointer does not 
show the audience exactly where to look 

  Point at each component of the slide as you talk 
about it. If you have something on a slide you are 
not going to talk about, take it off the slide 

  Turn off the pointer when you are not using it on 
the slides (so you don’t zap the audience) 



  Your audience can read (with rare exceptions) 

  Speaking should sound like a conversation 
with the audience, reading the slides makes 
the talk too robotic/processed 

  To read your slides you have to turn your 
back to the audience (or the top of your head 
if you are reading cue cards) 



  Fidgeting with your hands distracts the 
audience 

  Remove all items from your pockets 

  Practice with the pointer so it becomes a tool, 
not a play item 



  Your hands are a focal point for your body. They 
should be hanging at your side except during pointer 
use. 

  Hands in the pockets lead us to slouch 

  Hands behind the back limits our use of the pointer 

  Crossing your arms both limits good use of the 
pointer and signifies unwillingness to take questions 

  Confident strong body posture signifies authority of 
the topic to the audience 



  Never put your hand up to your face for any 
reason 

  Never turn your back on the audience (they 
won’t be able to hear you) 

  If you must read cue cards, do so minimally 
(memorize the rest), face the audience and 
lift your head as often as possible 



  Writing/changing your talk within 24 hours of 
your presentation 

  Not practicing 
  Too much data 
  Not enough raw data 
  Running over your time 
  Speaking too quietly 
  Making too many jokes 
  Having too much animation on your slides 



  If possible, reschedule 

  If not possible make yourself as comfortable 
as possible (non-drowsy cold med, cough 
syrup) 

  Start by letting the audience know that you 
may have a difficult time (sorry, I may stop to 
cough because I’m recovering from 
Bronchitis)  



Remember the following: 
 
1.  Everyone gets nervous. 

2.  You know your work better than 
anyone else does. 

3.  Practice decreases performance 
anxiety. Practice saying the 
presentation out loud several 
times (at least 3) the week 
before. 

4.  If the pointer shakes, use two 
hands to hold it. 

Practice, Practice, Practice, Practice, Practice, Practice 



  The keys to a great presentation are preparation and practice. 

  Try to get a practice audience to give feedback. 

  Consider having someone videotape your practice talk so you 
can watch it. 

  Watch other speakers that you think give professional looking 
talks.  

  Don’t give up. The more talks you give, the easier it will be. 

  With practice you can learn to give the best talk of any 
meeting or interview! 



  Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, 
Harvard Medical School 

  My laboratory 

  My colleagues 

  Most of all, my students 

Funding sources:NIH and BIDMC 



Thanks to Our Sponsors: 

**Please remember to fill out the survey and 
sign-in sheet before you leave. 


