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Presentation Skills 

Susanne Vetter,  
Botany Department, Rhodes University, Grahamstown 
E mail: S.Vetter@ru.ac.za 

��
hether you are a student or 

an experienced researcher, 

giving seminars and other 

oral presentations to a va-

riety of audiences is an important and 

integral part of your activities. While giv-

ing presentations can be very daunting, a 

good understanding of how to do them 

effectively, preparation and experience all 

help to make the experience less terrifying 

and more rewarding. A seminar or confer-

ence talk may reach more people, and in a 

more immediate and accessible manner, 

than a research paper and often helps “put 

you on the map” as a young researcher.  

 

 

 

    Being able to communicate effectively 

– getting your message across, making an 

impression, and keeping your audience 

interested – is a skill that will serve you 

well in life, whatever career you are em-

barking on or established in – starting 

with those inevitable job interviews that 

stand between you and your future career 

if you are still a student.  

 

    If you read job adverts (for the sorts of 

jobs you would be interested in after do-

ing a BSc, Honours or even higher  

degree. 
 

Different kinds of seminars require 

different approaches 

From your own experience of giving semi-

nars and watching other people give semi-

nars (and lectures), try to think about: 

 

-  What sets a really good seminar apart     

    from an ordinary one? 

-  What are the worst kinds of things you    

   can think of that can spoil a seminar? 

-  What main pieces of advice would 

    you give a friend who has to give a   

    seminar? 

 

 

 

    Some general principles apply to all 

types of oral presentations, but different 

types of seminars (proposal, research, pa-

per presentation) and lectures (to different 

audiences) require a different approach to 

timing, detail, emphasis and style.  

    For example, you will spend more time 

explaining background and methods in a 

proposal seminar, while a research seminar 

emphasizes the results and discussion 

(though it is very important that you ex-

plain the necessary background and ex-

plain and substantiate your research ques-

tions and hypotheses in both). A 45-minute 

lecture to undergraduate students requires 

a totally different pace, level of detail and 

audience interaction than a 15-minute re-

search seminar.  

Why are seminars important? 

What makes a good seminar? 
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I discovered this first-hand when I started 

lecturing – my first lectures were deliv-

ered at what to my second year students 

seemed breakneck pace, making it hard to 

follow, understand and take notes. Once I 

had adjusted and my lectures proceeded at 

a more appropriate pace (with time to ask 

students questions and discuss their an-

swers to make sure they understood the 

concepts and ideas) I had trouble sticking 

to time when giving a conference presen-

tation – the “5 minutes to go” sign flashed 

up while I was still trying to make sure 

the audience all really understood the 

background to the research!  

     

    Often, students (and many more mature 

scientists) simply view a seminar as an 

“add-on” – i.e. when the research (or the 

proposal) is done, analysed and written 

up, the seminar is prepared afterwards to 

present the research to an audience.  

 

    This is OK (especially if you find it 

easier to write a paper first and develop a 

presentation later – not everyone does) 

but doing it this way you miss out on a 

chance to use preparing the seminar as a 

way to tease out the main findings and 

conclusions of your research and to im-

prove the “telling of your story” in your 

write-up. In preparing your seminar, 

whether it is for a proposal or a final re-

search presentation, time is limited and 

your audience has a limited attention span 

– so you need to distil out the most impor-

tant message. This entails really  

focusing on: 

- What’s the main question the re-

search is trying to answer? Why does it 

need answering? (Introduction) 

 

• What evidence is required to  

        answer the question (Methods,  

        research approach?) 

• What evidence do you have to 

        answer the question (Results?) 

• What’s the answer to the question? 

        (Discussion and conclusions). 

 

    In both your written work and semi-

nars, being able to cohesively tell the 

story – question, background, what you 

did, what you found and hence what 

the answer is – is really important. In 

written work it is, however, quite easy 

to get sidetracked, to ramble, and gen-

erally to lose focus. The same is true 

for a seminar, but when the seminar is 

presented it is much more obvious 

whether a story hangs together well or 

not. How good your story (and hence 

your seminar) is ultimately depends on 

the quality of your research project. A 

project without a clear hypothesis, or 

that lacks a central focus and instead 

combines various bits of descriptive 

data, will never make a fascinating 

seminar. 

 

    The process of developing your 

seminar – trying to tell the story in a 

way that engages your audience – can 

therefore help you at the proposal stage 

to identify whether your project 

“works” or whether you should think 

more carefully about your research 

questions and how you will answer 

them to develop an exciting piece of 

research. 

How does the seminar fit into the  

research process?  
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The bottom line is that it is worth working 

on a seminar at the same time (or even 

before) writing up the paper. It can really 

help tease out the main story, the logical 

sequence of ideas and thus provide the 

skeleton on which your write-up builds. 

This is partly the reason you are generally 

asked to give seminars a few days before 

the hand-in is due. The other part is that a 

seminar is a great way to elicit feedback 

from colleagues and gives you a chance to 

address this feedback. 

    Below is a list of tips for preparing 

seminars. It is based on years of watching 

conference talks, student seminars and 

often being required to assess them. 

 

Designing the seminar: 

 

It is often useful to ‘work backwards’ and 

start with your main findings. 

 

    What key results did your research 

come up with, and what conclusions do 

these lead you to? Then work backwards 

to ensure the methods you present are 

those that you used to obtain the results 

shown in your presentation (not more, not 

less), and finally the introduction which 

sets the scene to posing the research ques-

tions that your findings answer. 

 

Give yourself enough time to prepare.  

 

    This sounds obvious, but now that 

Power Point makes it very easy to do 

presentations last-minute it is very tempt-

ing to leave it too late.  

(at university, I’ve seen some students 

still sit in the computer lab an hour before 

seminars start – and I’ve known people at 

conferences who spend half the night in 

their room preparing the next morning’s 

presentation. Sound familiar?). You will 

need time to design your talk, prepare 

your slides, go over and edit and rehearse 

your seminar (and do more edits after 

rehearsing it showed you what didn’t 

work). Aim to be completely done (and 

having rehearsed and edited it to your 

satisfaction) at least the night before. This 

WILL translate into a better presentation 

(and, if you are a student, better marks) – 

with better content and flow, better slides 

(with no sloppy errors), confident and 

flowing presentation and ability to answer 

questions with confidence. 

 

Make sure your seminar fits comfortably 

into the allocated time slot.  

 

    This means that you can present the 

seminar at a suitable pace, without rush-

ing, in the allocated time. The only way to 

be really sure of this is to rehearse it, silly 

as you may feel while doing it. You will 

most probably find that actually talking 

through your seminar takes longer than 

doing it “in your head”. While preparing 

the seminar, a useful guideline is to aim 

for one slide per minute (your title and 

“any questions” slides can be in addition 

as they don’t really take up speaking 

time). This may seem like very few slides 

and you may struggle to fit your whole 

story into so few slides, but the truth is 

that you will need on average a minute 

per slide (assuming that each slide doesn’t 

correspond to one sentence, spelled put on 

the slide, which is a bad way of going 

about it – see “visual aids” below).  

Some tips for preparing your seminar 
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Fitting your story into a small number of 

slides will also help (or should I say 

force) you to strip out the main story and 

be selective about the detail to include. If 

you do this well, your seminar will work 

really well and come across as focused 

and cohesive. The way NOT to do it is to 

decide, after 10 introductory slides, that 

you only have five left and to cram the 

rest of your presentation into a few last 

ones. Start by making the seminar as long 

as you initially think it needs to be to tell 

your whole story, then go over it again 

and again and progressively strip out the 

details that aren’t essential. 

 

Don’t try to cram in too much information 

 

    An audience listening to a seminar can 

only take in a few main points. If you 

overload the presentation with facts, re-

sults and lengthy recommendations they 

will lose the thread and become dis-

tracted. Remember your seminar should 

be the “cherries” and not everything in-

cluded in your report or paper needs to be 

in your seminar. Focus on your most ex-

citing results and feel free to leave out the 

experiments that yielded no interesting 

results (or mention them briefly without 

going into detail). But having said that, 

bear in mind that negative results from a 

well-designed study (e.g. finding no dif-

ference in species richness between a 

heavily grazed and ungrazed area) are 

valid results and worth reporting – and 

often the unexpected results that contra-

dicted your predictions can be quite excit-

ing, pointing to the fact that your study 

system works differently than expected, 

prompting exciting new hypotheses that 

will need to be tested.  
  

Good structure makes a good seminar.  

 

Typically this follows the sequence of 

background – research question and/or 

hypothesis – methods – results – discus-

sion (though it may be different for other 

types of seminars, such as paper presenta-

tions). But this generally very useful and 

sensible sequence may be adapted, for 

example if your study consisted of two 

quite distinct components. In such a case, 

you may want to introduce the study over-

all, then present each component sepa-

rately in its entirety (i.e. methods, results, 

discussion for the first component and 

then for the second) followed by a conclu-

sion which ties them both together. This is 

a good way of keeping the audience on 

top of things – make sure it is easy to fol-

low the thread and you will have a more 

attentive audience. 

 

Follow a logical structure but avoid being 

too formulaic  

 

    Structure is there to help the audience 

follow your talk, not to make your talk 

look and sound as if it is being delivered 

by a robot. You don’t need to head your 

slides “introduction”, “methods” etc. if 

there is another (perhaps more informa-

tive) way of labelling each slide which 

nevertheless allows the audience to easily 

follow what’s going on. Similarly, it can 

be useful to give an outline of your talk 

early on (especially if the sequence is un-

usual, it helps the audience know what to 

expect). But if your seminar follows the 

standard sequence (introduction, methods, 

results, and discussion) it’s not worth 

bothering. 
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A good seminar needs good science.  

 

I made this point earlier and it is true – no 

amount of good presentation skills can 

save a seminar that reports on badly exe-

cuted research, where the data collected 

are not suitable for answering the research 

question, or where clear research questions 

are lacking in the first place. Thinking 

about communicating your work form an 

early stage can help you spot weaknesses 

in your research project and prompt you to 

address them early on so your project gets 

off to the best possible start.  

 

Your audience wants evidence!  

 

    Whether you present your research find-

ings or your proposal, you will convince 

the audience only if you can substantiate 

them with evidence – your own data, the 

literature, and good argument.  

 

Unless you have a particular reason, don’t 

state null hypotheses in your introduction.  

 
    The null hypothesis is something that a 

statistical test compares your data against 

and which is rejected if p < 0.05. This is a 

statistical technicality (which you need to 

understand) but the null hypothesis is not 

normally of interest in a seminar. In your 

introduction, state the hypothesis that you 

are testing (i.e. what you think is going 

on). This is usually the alternative hy-

pothesis (i.e. that there is a significant dif-

ference between treatments, or a signifi-

cant correlation between two variables), 

but it can be the null hypothesis (e.g. if 

you are expecting that a rehabilitated area 

does not differ in species richness from an 

undisturbed area).  

 

 

In your methods, under data analysis, you 

can then go into a bit more of the statisti-

cal detail (e.g. “I will compare species 

richness the rehabilitated and undisturbed 

areas using Student’s t-test. If rehabilita-

tion was a complete success the null hy-

pothesis will not be rejected, as rejecting 

the null hypothesis – i.e. a significant dif-

ference between the two sites – implies 

that species richness remains different”). 

This level of detail is appropriate in a pro-

posal seminar. In a final seminar or con-

ference talk you’ll have to see how much 

methodological detail is appropriate and 

you have time to include. 

 

Visual Aids: 

 
The role of your visual aids is to guide 

you and your audience through the talk 

and illustrate what you cannot say in 

words – not to present the words of your 

talk.  

 

    Your seminar is essentially an oral 

presentation. Your audience should be 

listening to you and spend more time 

looking at you than at the screen. Don’t 

let your slides deviate your audience from 

listening to you speak. A common sce-

nario where this happens is when the 

slides essentially contain the text that you 

speak. The audience ends up reading the 

text (often ahead of what you are saying) 

and they end up not listening to you.  

“No amount of good  
presentation skills can save 

a seminar that reports on 
badly executed research...” 
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The same happens when your figures or 

tables contain too much information – 

audience members end up getting sucked 

into trying to decipher the data and they 

stop listening to you. Keep the text in 

your slides as brief as possible, so that the 

audience listens to you speak. Slides 

should also contain images that illustrate 

your study species, study area and your 

data.  

 

Hit the right balance between boring and 

overkill.  

 

    In general, scientific audiences value 

simplicity and clarity over fancy fonts, 

colours and graphics. This doesn’t have to 

mean black Times New Roman font on a 

white background – you can keep things 

simple and elegant and still give the pres-

entation a nice “look”. On the other hand, 

limit your use of images to those that are 

informative and suit a scientific presenta-

tion rather than overdoing the clip-art or 

pretty pictures. You may want to use 

some of the animation features power 

point comes with – but make sure they 

work as intended (rehearse on the com-

puter you will be doing your presentation 

on) and don’t overdo it. Too many bounc-

ing letters are a real turn-off for a scien-

tific audience and detract from your con-

tent.  

 

Individualise your presentation style.  

 

    Many people like me who sit through 

dozens of Power Point presentations at a 

time (whether at a conference or series of 

student seminars) suffer from Power Point 

fatigue.  

 

Although there are zillions of ways you can 

style your presentation, somehow the 

Power Point templates end up looking ge-

neric and lame. In my opinion they are also 

more aimed at a business crowd than scien-

tists and often the styles seem inappropriate 

for scientific seminars. They are, of course, 

convenient and you are welcome to use 

them, but consider creating your own look 

using simple fonts, a colour scheme of your 

choice and pictures that you arrange to 

make a template for your slides. Pictures of 

your study area along one side of the slide, 

for example, are more meaningful than fake 

dew drops or some other Microsoft clip-art. 

 

Choose fonts and colours that’ll work for 

your audience.  

 

    This means they have to be easily legible 

and suit a scientific presentation style-wise. 

Choose a font that reads easily and looks 

good (it is safer to stick with more 

“standard” fonts that different versions of 

Power Point can read, or you may end up 

with a nasty surprise when you open your 

presentation on a different computer). 

Check if you have access to the computer 

where you will do your presentation. Check 

your font size is easily legible from the 

back (but it doesn’t have to be enormous 

and fill the whole screen). The same goes 

for colour schemes – they often look very 

different when projected, and sometimes 

surprisingly bad! (I had a lovely orange 

background in my first lecture course, until 

a student came and literally begged me to 

change to something less bilious). A useful 

general guideline when choosing font and 

background colours are to go for contrast – 

dark font on a light background and vice 

versa.  
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A surprising number of people are colour 

blind and struggle to tell red from green 

and some other colours that are similar in 

tone. 

 

Pictures as backgrounds can work really 

well but use them carefully.  

 

You can set up the background of your 

slides to consist of a picture (e.g. a picture 

of your study area). This is a nice way to 

individualise your presentation and set the 

theme for your talk, but you need to re-

member a few basics. Text on top of a 

picture is harder to read than on a plain 

background, especially if the picture has 

lots of contrast so that neither light nor 

dark text works on all parts of the picture. 

There are several ways of getting around 

this. The easiest is to choose a picture that 

has a large area of plain colour (e.g. sky 

or grass) so that you can position the text 

on top of that and leave other parts of the 

image as a “frame”. You can also use a 

“busier” picture but reduce the contrast to 

give it a more faded look that will make 

the picture look more like a background. 

You can also fill your text boxes and set 

the fill to be semi-transparent – that way 

one can see the picture but the text is 

more clearly legible. Finally, experiment 

with the text colour to maximise the con-

trast. This is easiest if your picture is ei-

ther quite dark (and you use light text) or 

fairly light (with dark text). 

 
Check your spelling, grammar and 

punctuation!  

 

This includes consistent and correct use of 

capital vs. lower case letters, use of full 

stops and commas, and sentence structure. 

You will most likely use point form but 

even so there should be no grammatical 

errors. Go over your seminar carefully – 

better still, get a friend or colleague to 

help and help them in turn as it is easy to 

miss your own errors when you’ve been 

staring at the same slides for days. 

 

How to include references?  

 
One of the things your audience look for 

is evidence that your seminar (especially 

proposals and general seminars if you are 

a student) draw on a suitable, up-to-date 

selection of relevant literature. This 

means you need to show that you have 

consulted the literature as you do your 

presentation. Many students include a 

slide with a reference list at the end. This 

is really pointless – no-one will be able to 

read it as it flashes up for a second at the 

end and contains way too much informa-

tion. You should include reference to key 

literature (without including unnecessarily 

long lists) in your slides so people can 

follow your literature trail as you go. A 

good idea is to use a smaller (but still legi-

ble) font for your citations so they don’t 

break up the flow of the slides too much.  

 

I’ve seen people include a short citation 

(i.e. author, date, journal, volume and 

page numbers) at the bottom of the slide. 

This can be very useful if audience mem-

bers are interested enough in the topic that 

they’ll want to look up some of the litera-

ture and can thus make a note of the refer-

ence as they watch your seminar (ideally 

they should, especially in the case of con-

ference presentations). 
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Don’t forget a good title!  

 

Making an impression is crucial when 

giving a seminar, and your title is the first 

thing people see of your presentation, 

often days before you are giving it if a 

programme is circulated. If you are pre-

senting a departmental seminar or at a 

conference, your title will often determine 

whether or not someone comes to your 

talk, based on whether they expect to see 

a talk that will interest them. It is there-

fore important that your title is informa-

tive. It should represent accurately what 

the research is about and possibly hint at 

key findings. It should be brief enough so 

people can “digest” it (and so the person 

introducing your talk can say it without 

running out of breath), but contain enough 

information so the audience (and the per-

son introducing your talk!) gets a good 

idea of what the talk is about. Catchy and 

even witty titles often work well (if peo-

ple think the title is clever, they are more 

likely to expect a talk that is well thought 

through and entertaining), but only if the 

wit or humour doesn’t come at the ex-

pense of giving a clear impression of what 

the talk is about. 

 

Presentation style: 

 
Good audience contact is vital.  

 

    There’s nothing so quick to lose the 

interest of your audience than a speaker 

who stands and reads their notes or the 

slides. The audience may as well read the 

seminar themselves. Speak freely, engage 

with your audience, look people in the eye 

(you can find the ones that are least scary 

and stick to those).  

Needless to say, you will only be able to 

do this if you know your topic and your 

seminar well. Having a seminar with a 

good structure and logical flow will also 

make this easier. So remember to re-

hearse! 

 

Deliver the seminar at a suitable pace.  

 

Don’t rush (you’ll lose your audience) but 

also don’t dawdle or repeat yourself un-

necessarily. Again, the key to achieving 

this is practice. 

 

Aim for a suitable, professional tone.  

 

    Engaging with your audience does not 

mean you should be too informal. A sci-

entific seminar should be delivered in 

appropriate language and style – no slang, 

but you also don’t have to be too stuffy. 

Also avoid sounding too much like a 

salesman or consultant trying to push the 

importance of their contribution to the 

greater world. You should of course take 

care to make the relevance and applicabil-

ity of your research clear, but blowing 

your trumpet too hard can turn the audi-

ence off – especially if your claims ex-

ceed what your data support! 

 

Humour can work, but don’t overdo it.  

 

    Starting or concluding the seminar with 

a witty opening line can work, but beware 

of longwinded jokes, humour that can be 

offensive to members of the audience, or 

that many members of the audience won’t 

get. Making members of your audience 

feel left out is never a good idea, nor is 

trying too hard and having your attempt at 

humour flop miserably.  
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Conclude your seminar with a bang, not a 

whimper.  

 

Your seminar must end with a clear con-

clusion and not just peter out or end 

abruptly, with the audience waiting for the 

next slide, only to be confronted with a 

blank screen and “any questions?”. As you 

deliver your last slide, your audience 

should be in no doubt that this is it, and 

feel satisfied that the questions you raised 

in your introduction have been answered. 

As you get onto the last couple of slides, 

signal that you are wrapping up (especially 

if you are nearly out of time, you don’t 

want people to start fidgeting as they think 

there’s no end in sight).  

 

    This will help people focus on your fi-

nal conclusions, even if they’ve drifted off 

a bit, and they’ll at least take home your 

main message. Of course, you also need to 

end with some clear conclusions for them 

to take away! Avoid lengthy conclusions 

that repeat and summarise your discussion. 

A nice way to conclude is to revisit your 

original research question(s) and answer it.  

 

    It is good practice to briefly acknowl-

edge those who funded, supervised and 

otherwise supported the research (without 

turning this into a lengthy Oscar-style ac-

ceptance speech), and then put up a final 

slide (maybe with some attractive relevant 

pictures – or even something humorous 

like a well-chosen cartoon) which stays up 

while you thank the audience for their at-

tention and answer questions. 

Question time: 

 
You’ve prepared your seminar, but are 

you prepared for question time?  

 

If you have done a good job of preparing 

your seminar you should be ready for 

questions. You obviously need to know 

your research (and the related literature) 

well. Rehearsing with friends or col-

leagues and getting them to think of ques-

tions can be useful. Also, you know your 

topic, and looking critically at your semi-

nar, perhaps you can anticipate some 

questions that are likely to arise from cer-

tain quarters. Or you may have left out an 

aspect of your research to keep the semi-

nar concise – then be ready to elaborate 

on this in question time so be sure you 

know the whole of your material, not just 

what’s in the seminar. Give this some 

explicit thought while you prepare and 

you’ll be in a better position to handle 

questions. 

 

Listen carefully and keep your answers to 

the point.  

 

    This is easier said and done when you 

still have the shakes and are feeling on the 

spot. Part of your psyching up for the 

seminar should be preparing to stay calm 

during question time. Listen carefully to 

the question, asking for clarification if 

necessary. You may also want to para-

phrase the question before you answer it 

(for your benefit and that of the audience), 

especially if the question was not very 

audible or ended up rather rambling and 

complicated.  
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The first step to answering a question well 

is to be sure what is being asked to avoid 

going off on the wrong tangent. Asking 

for clarification and rephrasing the ques-

tion can also buy you a bit of time. Then 

make sure your answer focuses on the 

question. Long, rambling answers that 

don’t directly answer the question make a 

bad impression, notably that you don’t 

really know your stuff. Also, answering 

more than what was asked runs the risk of 

giving a wrong answer to something that 

wasn’t even asked. 

 

Use the feedback from question-time.  

 

    You may feel as if you’ve simply been 

hauled over the coals, but when people at 

question times identify weaknesses in 

your research design or arguments (or 

simply identify something you failed to 

communicate clearly enough), take note – 

and use it to improve your report or paper. 

That means when you sit back down, 

make notes immediately. Then you can sit 

back and start dreaming of that hard-

earned beer (or some tough questions for 

the next speaker). 

 

 
“A Seminar is a Great Way  
to Elicit Feedback from  
Colleagues and Gives you a 
Chance to Address this  
Feedback.” 

 


