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Awareness of audience 
 

• How familiar are they with the subject, and how much will you need to explain? 
• Will they need help with unfamiliar names, specialized terms etc.? 
• How much detail can you expect them to take in? 
• How are you going to keep their attention? 

 

Tips for the nervous and/or inexperienced speaker 
 

• Prepare your material in clearly defined sections and points (like this) so that it is easy for 
the audience to follow and for you to introduce more variety in rhythm, pauses etc. Reading 
paragraphs encourages you to fall into a monotone and the audience to fall asleep. 

 
• Use informal language, which will sound more natural and is easier to listen to. 
 
• Put an outline of your talk on the board at the beginning: it keeps you busy as the 

stragglers come in, helps your audience follow, and gives you an opportunity to vary the 
pace (see below). 

 
• Don’t make your notes too brief and rely on memory to fill the gaps, or assume you will 

be able to articulate complex ideas clearly on the spot – if you are nervous, you will tend to 
leave things out and struggle for the right words. 

 
• Practise the timing at home with a clock. Write in your notes where you should be at 

approximately 2 or 3 minute intervals (for a short talk) so that you can see if you are 
speeding or going too slowly; most nervous people speak too fast. 

 
• Slow down by pausing before introducing a new point; turning to the board to indicate 

where you are on the outline or write down a key term; changing rhythm when you move 
into a new section. 

 
• Have a little extra material, like another example, if you know you are inclined to rush 

anyway - otherwise your presentation might last only half the time it should. 
 

• When you practise, get someone to tell you whether you are inclined to fiddle with your 
hair or glasses, move from one foot to the other, wave your hands around, or speak too 
fast, too softly or unclearly. Even some otherwise very good speakers sometimes drop their 
voices at the end of a sentence, which is infuriating. 

 
• Look at the audience as much as you can to engage their attention. 

 



Helping the audience 
 

• Have clearly defined topics or sections, listed on the board or an overhead or handout. 
 
• Give clear cues to keep audience concentration and help their note-taking: ‘I’m going to 

begin by talking about…;’ ‘The next key factor is…;’ ‘The third reason why…’ 
 

• Some repetition is helpful: ‘So these 3 important issues – a, b and c – account for….’ 
 

• A few rhetorical questions add a little liveliness: ‘So why exactly is there a problem 
with…?’ ‘Does this mean that…?’ 

 
• Vary the pace (see above). 

 
 
Group presentations 
 

• Meet beforehand and divide work - make sure everyone has an equal share in research 
and presentation, since teamwork is usually a significant part of the mark. 

  
• Decide on appropriate format: just taking turns? Pairs? Debate? 
 
• Practise presentation as a group - with any equipment required – and check for audibility, 

speed, timing.  
 
 
 Audio visual aids 
 

• The board – perfectly adequate for a few headings, writing up unfamiliar terms and 
drawing very simple diagrams. 
But – make sure you bring with you a whiteboard marker and something to clean the board. 
(Some rooms at Canterbury still use chalk – check beforehand that it has been supplied.) 
Do not spend more than a few seconds with your back to the audience, writing on the 
board. 

 
• Handouts – take time and trouble, so think carefully what you want them to achieve: e.g. 

provide a table or diagram for direct reference as you speak, list provocative questions you 
will be addressing, give definitions of complex terms you need to use. 

 
• Overhead projector – useful for lists and more complicated diagrams. Practise using it 

beforehand so you know how it works (there are many permutations), and come early so 
that you can organize the screen and focus, and set out your transparencies in the right 
order. 

 
• Any other equipment – slides, recordings, film and PowerPoint all require expertise to 

operate and meticulous checking to make sure they work. If they let you down anyway, will 
you still be able to deliver a reasonable presentation? Even if they do work, are you likely to 
be so distracted by having to operate the equipment that you speak poorly? If in doubt, 
keep it simple. 
 

 
 


