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Giving an Academic Tak

Jonathan Shewchuk

Thisisasample of my opinions on how to give atalk (usng dides or trangparencies) in computer science,
concisdy didtilled for my students and students attending Graphics Lunch. Mogt of these thoughts are
based on my going to conferences and seeing the same mistakes repeated by a plurdity of speskers. You
are welcome to disagree with my opinions, as long as you think each issue through for yourself. The only
sn to make a choice without knowing you are making one.

Preparing thetalk

Your dides.

e Mog tak dides have way too much text. The
worgt way to make atdk isto fire up
Powerpoint and start typing al your ideasin
bulleted lists. (Y our audience will fed like your
tak isin bullet time.) Instead, try to expressdl
your idessinillugtrations. Resort to text where
figuresfail you. (Exception: amost every dide
should have atitle.)

e Always use sans-sif fonts. They're easier to
see from the back of the room. The purpose of “I can explain everything.”
serifsis to soothe your eye when you're reading
whole pages of text. | dearly hope your talk
doesn't contain enough text to judtify serifs.

(Exception: math fonts usudly have seifs)

e Morethan haf thetaks| see use text that'stoo smdl. Y our academic colleagues are dll
near-sghted. Use the biggest font you can that atractively fits on the dide. Try not to go below a
24 point font. Better yet, 30 point text; 40 point titles.

e Simplicity isthe best aesthetic. Y our audience has very little time to absorb what's on your dide,
especialy with you nattering on dl the time. Some people put accretions like project logos, the talk
title, and the conference name on every page. Don't.

e For dideswith formulag, one of my favorite tricks isto add arrows and labels pointing to the
variablesin aformula, reminding the audience what each one means. Few people will remember
nomenclature that you defined on a previous dide.

e Unlessyou are unusualy articulate and unfatering, budget 90-120 seconds per dide.

e A tak of 30 minutes or more needs to be broken into sections, with atitle dide or an outline dide
demarcating each new section. (For shorter talks, use your judgment.) The god of thetitle didesis
to dert your audience to trangitions and changes of subject, and to tdll it in advance what al the
individua didesin the section will add up to. (A problem description? An adgorithm? A proof? An
emprica demondration of your ideal's wonderfulness? An evisceration of al previous work on the

topic?)

Your organization. The most common mistakeisto L sl | (T
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gpend too much time on technicd detalls, and too little
time setting the context. A talk of 30 minutes or less
should be an advertisement for the paper, not a
replacement. Y our god isto convince your listeners
that they must read your paper. Thisisavery
ambitious god. Focus on the big picture issues.

¢ Why isthe problem you are solving worth
olving?

e What isthe cor e differ ence between your
method and dl those that came before? Thisis
redly atwo-part question (which most speakers
screw up by answering only the second part).

o What does your method accomplish that
no previous method accomplishes?

o What dgorithmic or methodologicd idea
enables your method to accomplish
more?

¢ What isthe evidence that your method is better in some circumstances? (And what are those
circumstances?)

e What isthe one big ideatha you want people to leave your tak with? If you try to get acrossfive
idess, you will usudly impart none. If you choose one main idea and focus on advertisng it, you
will usualy succeed. " Give them something to take home."

“Well, Stoddard, I think N'ee bounced ensuph idear aff you for one day.”

These big picture ideas should aso be foremost in your mind when you write a paper. They are 0
important, I'm not going to say anything more about organization. Put these issues first when you put your
talk together, and you'll already be one of the best speakers at the conference.

| will let Someone else say something about organization, though. | like the following quote from Herman
Haverkort's blog enough to excerpt it here.

We got explained two modes of giving atalk: the clew mode and the onion modd.

Thedew isalogicd, linear argument building up to a conclusion at the end of thetak, likea
clew unwinding until you finadly come to the core. Miss one sep in the talk and you lose the
plot and missthe point. And yes indeed, thisis exactly what happens when | listen to most
conference talks and some lectures. In athree days conference, | actualy follow the first
five minutes of one or two dozen taks. That ismore or lessit. After those five minutes, | get
logt. | missa "dide" because | am ill thinking about the previous one, get distracted by
some random personal associaions | had with something the speaker said, or smply doze
off because the spesker has atiring accent.

The onion talk starts with the main message, and adds depth in successive layers around it,
aways returning to the main message between layers. Since the main message and the main
idess are repested often, alistener can till follow most of the talk even after dozing off for a
minute. Also the talk does not get screwed up near the end when the spesaker is running out
of time, because by then, the most important things have been said dready and the spesker
has no reason to hurry.

Thefinal pass. When your dides are done, go through them and examine each didéstitle carefully. Do

20f4 12/08/2006 16:46



Giving an Academic Talk http://www.cs.berkel ey.edu/~jrs/speaking.html

30f4

the titles emphasize the right things? | bet you can improve a least hdf of them. The job of eech titleisto
et the context and tdll listeners what your words are trying to accomplish. When audience members
wake up mid-tak and try to pay attention again, the first thing they'll do islook a your current didée'stitle.
Make sure it tdls them why you're babbling on about grommets right now.

Giving thetalk

Practice. It'sobvious, but | haveto say it. Givea
practice talk (even if youre done) before you give a
public one. Better yet, give two or three.

Pointers. | redly, truly despise laser pointers, but this
is because most people use them badly. Astonishingly
badly. Buy an old-fashioned telescoping
pointer—they're much easer to follow with the eye.

Of course, there are some venues where the screen is
too big for aphysicd pointer. Rule: if you must usea (et

laser pointer, when you point a something, hold the “For God' sake, Edvwards. Put the laer pointer awey.”
pointer steady. Most peopletry to circle an object

ingtead of pointing &t it. Guess what? Nobody has a clue what you're pointing at! | have sat in
conferences and watched one speaker after another after another do this, dl obliviousto the fact that their
audience has no ideawhat they're indicating. If you just saw the screen and not the speakers, you'd think
it was a breakdancing workshop.

(Little-known literary fun fact: in Dante's Inferno, the third circle of Hell is the home of those who use the
mouse and cursor to point at things.)

L aptops. Before the session, remember to turn off your laptop's screen saver. Aswell as any application
that might try to download the latest verson of RealPlayer mid-talk. (Thisis not a hypothetical
occurrence.)

Another way speakers make themsalves ook goofy is ———
by staring & their laptops screenswhile spesking. Its ——= 1
human nature for your audience to follow your eyes, so @\
use human nature to your advantage. When you look - E)] E‘l \:-”g >/
a the projection screen, the audience's eyes will follow - ,-‘I[ -

=
yours and their attention will be where you want it. r“j
When you look at the audience, they will listen to what ._ll \!
you say. When you look at your laptop screen, your —_—
audience will be distracted; they'll neither hear what —

you're saying nor see what you want them to look &t. = @
Try to place your lgptop screen where you can't seeit. pnaidin -

Opening. Begin atelk by nvockingyoursf by O ey o el old v
name, even if you've just been introduced—unless '

you've received an unusualy long and clear introduction. The sesson chairs who introduce people a
conferences often garble the names or fail to use the microphone. People are finishing off conversations
while the chair introduces you. The people in the back of the room probably didn't hear the introduction,
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even if it sounded clear to you.

If the talk isimportant enough (e.g. ajob tak), have your spiel memorized for the first few dides, so you
get asmooth gtart no matter how flustered and tired you are. (Of course, never memorize awhole talk, as
you'd sound terribly stilted.)

Speaking. Good speeking is dl about rhythm. The most important part of speaking is to choose afew
key pointsin your talk where you wish to bestow extra emphasis, and then decide how you will verbaly
emphasize them. | sometimes do this by speaking with a particularly dow and deliberate voice; and |
sometimes do this by saying outright, " Here's the most important ideain thistalk."

Sometimes slence is particularly articulate. One of the best (and most underused) speaking techniques |
know isto leave along pauseright after making akey point. Let it Snk in.

It'simportant to give yoursdf permission to take aslong as you like to think of what to say next. There's
no hurry, no need to fill the spaces with sound. The audienceistoo busy trying to figure out what your
dide meansto care how long it takes you to think of the next sentence.

Y ou musgt extinguish the utterance " Uhhhhh" from your vocabulary. Vocdizations like “Ummm" area
half-conscious attempt to pin down the audience with a stream of sound. Remember that they're not going
anywhere. When you don't know what to say, be sllent and think patiently.

The most common type of bad speaker | seeisthe one who speaks a a uniform speed, never dowing for
emphags, dways seeming rushed, never leaving pauses, one dide running monotonoudy into the next.
Figure out what it takes for you not to be that person.

Closing. Always end your talk by saying " Thank I . __..._r_F-—_*-"
you." It is not pretentious—you are doing the audience =
afavor. If you do not cue the audience so they know

when to applaud, they will be confused and irritated.

Like most socid rituas, the thanks-applause sequence
comforts everyone. Do not ask for questions until you :
completeit. —

That'sdl! Most everything else, especidly aesthetics, is AR ..L-'- " = ;,PT'
learned through practice and feedback. | could go on, Sy, does in the group fel :
but by trying to teach more I'd teach less. Same goes mwwh}wwuﬁ' i

for you.

jrs@cs.berkeley.edu
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