ORAL PRESENTATIONS

Technical personnel in business, industry, government, and research are frequently called on to share their expertise through oral presentations. Many people dislike speaking before groups, but public speaking is a skill that can be learned like any other. If you prepare by knowing your subject and your audience, and if you master some basic preparation and delivery techniques, you will be able to control the nervousness these situations create and channel it into useful energy and enthusiasm. To help you sharpen your public speaking skills, this chapter will

*consider the advantages and disadvantages of oral presentations.

*analyze the requirements of different speaking situations.

*survey various preparation and delivery techniques.

Advantages and disadvantages of oral presentations:

It is a fact of life: Technical personnel make speeches, brief people at meetings, run seminars, and present conference papers, whether they like speaking in public or not. These oral presentations have many of the same objectives that written ones do, but oral communication offers at least three advantages over written communication.

First, the immediacy of oral presentations allows you to tailor information to the precise moment and audience.  If you see that listeners seem lost or confused, you can stop and offer further clarification. If you pay close attention to the temperament of each audience, you can establish, change, or reinforce attitudes. Even in very formal presentations, like those made at a symposium or conference, you can alter your presentation on the spur of the moment to accommodate the mood in the room (boredom, hostility), a common experience (the traffic jam just outside the hotel), or a current event (the resignation of a key member of the organization that morning). A question and answer period at the end of a presentation provides another opportunity to impart very current information. 

Consistency is the second advantage of the oral presentation. Many people hear the same message at the same time and under the same conditions. People are not isolated from others receiving the same information (as they would be, for instance, if they were reading memos in individual offices). The odds are better that the people receiving your message will interpret it in a similar way since they can observe each other’s reactions and hear each other’s questions.

The third advantage of an oral presentation is the degree of involvement it affords a speaker and an audience.  Naturally, involvement varies according to the presentation environment, but for the most part it is safe to say that people are more likely to participate in a process when they receive information verbally than when they see it in writing. In a group setting, one idea often leads to another; in a written context, information may remain static.

To be really effective as a speaker, however, you must also compensate for some of the disadvantages of oral presentations. These include speech anxiety, the limits of audience retention, and distractions.

In everyday conversations, most of us speak comfortably and naturally to another individual or to a small group. Yet when we are faced with the possibility of speaking in front of a large group of people (or even a small group of our supervisors), some of us fall apart.

If you have ever had to speak in front of a group, you probably know the feelings of insecurity and nervousness that can suddenly seize you. You probably know the sweaty palms, the lightheadedness, the queasy stomach, the stammering, the quavering voice, the dry mouth, the ringing ears, and the shaking hands. When these things happen to you, remember that most beginning speakers experience the same symptoms. Remember, too, that your audience most likely will be totally unaware of any anxiety you might be feeling. These qualifications aside, though, the best remedy for nervousness is preparation. The more you research your topic, the more carefully you develop your ideas, and the more you practice your delivery, the less nervous you will be.

Another disadvantage of oral presentations is the average listener’s inability to retain a lot of information.  According to experts, only 11 % of what is heard is remembered for more than an hour. Therefore, you must build into your speech devices that enhance retention –repetition, vivid examples, concrete language, a logical organization, a maximum of three or four major points, and the flexibility for stopping to answer questions if you need to.

To complicate matters further, audiences are easily distracted during an oral presentation. Capturing attention is difficult; maintaining it is an art. Environmental noise –whirring air conditioners, ringing telephones, traffic sounds –can quickly divert an audience’s attention from what you are saying. In addition, each member of your audience will be carrying on an interior monologue –wondering what to have for dinner, reliving an argument, thinking about an assignment. Your speech will have to compete with both kinds of distractions.
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