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13 Developing presentation skills
There are many forms of spoken presentation, from brief explanations to small groups to hour-long formal talks to hundreds of people. Even so, certain principles apply to all successful presentations. Applying these rules will improve the quality of your communication, and help calm the nerves most people feel when speaking in public.

Why presentation skills are important to you?

For BTEC study: because of the importance of spoken presentation in the workplace (see below), many BTEC modules include practice in relevant situations. Developing your presentation skills during these sessions will allow you to communicate your knowledge and understanding better. Presentations can also form part of your assessment.

For work: many jobs involve speaking to groups informally (perhaps leading a team, or contributing to meetings) and formally (for example providing technical information, or selling a product). For this reason, the interviews for many forms of work involve presentations. Doing well in these will help you to obtain a job and carry out important aspects of your work in future.

What can you do to develop your presentation skills?

One answer is to practise. The more experience you gain in speaking to others formally, the more skilled you will become and the more relaxed you will be both in the lead-up to a talk and its delivery. For those who feel nervous at the thought of public speaking, this might mean taking small steps like speaking out in meetings or volunteering to talk as part of your membership of a society or club. For others who are more confident, it might involve putting yourself forward for more demanding forms of presentation, such as giving a speech at a wedding or chairing a meeting.

Another answer is to take an organised and structured approach to each presentation. This will also improve your confidence. Five key phases are important in this preparation.

1 Planning your presentation

We’ve all attended talks where the presenter seems to be making it up as they go; you have no idea about the aim of the presentation nor what you were expected to gain from it. This is probably because the presenter didn’t have a plan, or if they did, they failed to communicate it. You’ll probably agree that these kinds of presentation can be pretty miserable experiences for listeners.

So, right from the outset, you need to avoid that risk by thinking clearly about:

· why you are talking

· what you can assume about your audience

· how you will structure your presentation

· how you will engage your audience

· how you will know if the audience has understood your focus.
You should write short informal notes on these aspects as part of your initial preparation.
2 Create the necessary structure and underpinning

Having the necessary content for your talk is likely to require some research to find out more about your topic, to uncover interesting information and examples you can use, and (importantly) to find ways of illustrating your talk. Every talk will be different in these aspects, but all talks should have three main phases: an introduction, the main part of the talk and a concluding part. Some experienced speakers like to think of this in terms of a simple rule: ‘Say what you are going to say, say it, and then say what you have said.’
The main part of the talk needs a structure, or narrative, so take time to think carefully about this. Without this substance, your presentation will be shallow and uninteresting.

Once you have your plans in place, you can decide on the best method of delivery, and create the necessary ‘scaffolding’ to help you to deliver your talk. This might be in increasing order of complexity (and increasing time required to create the supporting elements):

· A short set of bullet points that indicate the key points you wish to address

· A set of cards with key points written on them

· A detailed script (this is not advised as reading directly from a script leads to weak delivery)

· A complete slide show using software like PowerPoint®.
3 Rehearse

Even when your talk is half-written, you should probably start to rehearse presenting it. Initially, this practice will probably be in private, but later on could be to a friend or relative. You can gain a lot from the rehearsal process:

· eliminate some of the nerves felt when speaking aloud

· discover things you find difficulty in explaining vocally, and work out ways around this

· find out how long it is going to take to deliver your presentation, and whether you may need to trim or extend it, according to the limits you have been given

· test out whether the technology or visual aids you wish to use will work

· find out if you are projecting your voice enough to be heard clearly and distinctly

· receive valuable feedback to improve the content and delivery of your presentation.

4 Think positively

Before giving your talk, it is essential that you think positively about your topic and the delivery process. If you aren’t interested or inspired by your subject, how can you hope that your audience will be? Try to develop an enthusiastic and lively approach during your preparation and rehearsal. Channel any nerves you feel into helpful energy, remembering that they are part of your body’s natural preparation for a challenge, and can improve your liveliness and focus when speaking.

5 Deliver effectively

· Dress smartly as a mark of respect to your audience and to enhance your confidence

· Look at your audience while speaking, making eye contact with different areas of the audience

· Speak more slowly and clearly than you would normally

· Observe the ‘body language’ of your audience, and change approach if their attention is drifting

· Use illustrations – some argue that about 50 per cent of the content should be images or examples

· Keep each slide (if used) as simple and as readable as you can

· Talk about the content of the slides, and do not merely read out what’s on them

· Ask rhetorical questions as part of your presentation – this will make the audience think

· Use humour if you can, but do not overplay this element
Checklist for developing presentation skills

· Have a sound plan for the presentation

· Create the necessary structure and underpinning

· Have the tools to deliver effectively

· Rehearse adequately

· Be in a positive frame of mind

Learning activities

Activity 13.1. Create a mind map of the key techniques of effective speakers

Working in pairs, discuss people you believe to be effective speakers. These could be tutors, politicians, actors, TV presenters or even your friends. Who are they? What makes you want to listen to them? What makes them such good communicators?

As you discuss, create a mind map diagram to capture your ideas about good speaking technique.

Now, looking at your diagram, debate and decide what you agree are the top three attributes of effective speakers.

1
_________________________________________________________

2
_________________________________________________________

3
_________________________________________________________
Activity 13.2. Design a slide for a talk

The box below provides information about a specific topic. Working in pairs, look through and interpret the information and discuss what information might form the basis of a single slide (PowerPoint® or similar) summarising the content, but without unnecessary detail. The slide design and content can be prepared on paper or using the slide program itself.

	TIPS
	· The slide should have a suitable heading describing the topic

· You may wish to incorporate an illustration to liven up the slide

· You may wish to present a reduced amount of information than is available to you.


	The students of Beeton Technical College are angry about the limited study facilities in the campus. They hold an open meeting to discuss this, during which the following points are raised: the library doesn’t have enough capacity, its opening hours are restricted and the WiFi signal is poor in certain areas. They would like to be able to take food and drink into the library as is allowed at nearby Seeton College. At the very least, a self-service snack and machine would be good, even if eats and drinks had to be taken outside. They don’t like the lighting in the library, saying it is too dull.

Some students want zones where talking is allowed, whereas others say that quiet areas are essential. All agree the staff are very helpful and the location is very convenient. One wit says at least the seats are comfy, but other students complain there’s no space for doing the group work common on their courses. As a student representative, you are asked to pass on the students’ views to the College Board and decide to support your presentation with a slide.


Activity 13.3. Critique the slides of another pairing

Swap slides from Activity 13.2 with another group. As a pair, discuss how the other group’s approach has differed from yours. This could apply both to their selection of information and to the way they presented it. Write down your comments below:

	Aspects that came across well
	Aspects that could be improved

	1
	1

	2
	2

	3
	3


Now swap comments. Discuss within your pairing whether you agree with the other group’s critique, and why.

Reflective activity

Activity 13.4. Think about your strengths and weaknesses in relation to speaking in public

Pick out three personal strengths and three weaknesses from the following lists.

	Potential strengths
	Potential weaknesses

	· Organised approach to the task

· Usually well rehearsed

· Good quality of slides/visual aids

· Mastery of necessary technology

· Ability to speak with little reference to notes

· Clear speech, easily heard

· Calm in delivery

· Good body language and eye contact

· Engagement with audience

· Look for clues from audience members about their understanding and interest

· Good use of humour

· Usually keep to time

· Good ability to answer questions
	· Disorganised approach to the task

· Often poorly rehearsed

· Poor quality of slides/visual aids

· Lack of skills with necessary technology

· Tend to consult notes frequently

· Mumbled speech, not easily heard

· Nervous in delivery

· Weak body language and eye contact

· Lack of engagement with audience

· Rarely look at individual members of the audience

· Too serious

· Often run out of time

· Not good at answering questions


What could you do about the weaknesses?

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________
Action points

Think about the way in which you have tackled presentations in the past, the way in which you delivered them and the tips in this activity sheet. What changes might you make in future?

	How you can develop your presentation skills further

	1.

	2.

	3.

	4.

	5.


	Link



	To help you develop your Skills for Learning and Work, look also at:

· Activity Sheet 8 on Understanding the writing process.


Appendix: Alternative scenarios for Activity 13.2
Alternative 1

The box below provides information about a specific topic. Working in pairs, look through and analyse the information, and discuss what information might form the basis of a single slide (PowerPoint® or similar) summarising the content. The slide design and content can be prepared on paper or using the program itself.

	TIPS
	· The slide should have a suitable heading describing the topic

· You may wish to incorporate an illustration (image or graph) to liven up the slide

· You may wish to present a reduced amount of information than is available to you.


	The small town of Flixton is one of the few in the area with a local independent cinema. It isn’t doing too well, with number of filmgoers reducing from an average of 1245 per week last year to 1039 in the current year. The new manager, Ali, feels that the previous manager’s selection of films to show might have been one of the problems (he showed a lot of horror movies). She wants to improve audience numbers by ‘giving the customers what they want,’ rather than choosing the films herself. Ali employs you to conduct a survey of the townspeople to see what they would prefer. One of your questions asks how likely people are to visit the cinema and another asks their favourite type of film. You decide that Ali should only be interested in the views those ‘quite likely’ or ‘very likely’ to visit the cinema, and 125 of the people you asked fit into this category. This group’s preferences for film types are as follows: science fiction, 14 people; drama, seven; romance, 44; comedy, 28; action, 24; horror, eight. Ali wants you to summarise this information for a presentation that will be given to the cinema’s board of governors to prompt discussion on future film selection policy.


Alternative 2

The box below provides information about a specific topic. Working in pairs, look through and interpret the information, and discuss what information might form the basis of a single slide (PowerPoint® or similar) summarising the content. The slide design and content can be prepared on paper or using the program itself.

	TIPS
	· The slide should have a suitable heading describing the topic

· You may wish to incorporate an illustration to liven up the slide

· You may wish to present a reduced amount of information than is available to you.


	You have been asked to attend a community meeting on the Council’s plans for developing a small empty building site near your house. The chair of the meeting, Ron, is willing to speak for the residents at the relevant planning committee, but says he lacks the skills to make slides for a presentation. He asks you to take notes and summarise the residents’ main points in a slide. The participants in the meeting express lots of views. Bashir argues that a mixed housing and business development would be good (most people nod at this idea). George says that more green space is required in the area, but others point out that a park has just been created three streets away. Sheila hopes that the development will not involve too many flats as there is a lot of pressure on parking spaces nearby. Patrick feels that some community space is required within the development. When Emil suggests that a doctors’ or a dentists’ surgery are badly required in that area, he gets a round of applause. Christine offers the view that she doesn’t want to see another hairdressers nearby that would affect her business. To laughs, Fred hopes that no restaurants are allowed as the cooking smells will waft into his house. Jane wonders if the community council might be able to control the nature of any shop tenants. Ron says ‘probably.’ On a show of hands, the meeting agrees to go along with Bashir’s suggestion, but with the valid concerns of the residents dealt with appropriately.
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