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WR227 Summary Notes 
Day 17 

 
Presentations: Guest Speaker! 
During the first 15 minutes of class, we had a special guest lecturer.  Sadly, the students weren’t 
very impressed with him as he made his presentation.  The table below lists the faults the class 
found (in no particular order), as well as what they think he should do next time. 
 
  

Presenter’s errors: What he should have done: 

Late, no apology Been there early.  If late, apologized. 

Inappropriate attire (backwards ball 
cap, sunglasses, rude and ratty shirt 

Dressed professionally.  Worn untinted 
lenses so he could have eye contact 
with audience  

Casual language (“Dude” etc.) Shown respect for audience and self by 
using professional-sounding language. 

Not prepared Designed presentation, rehearsed it, and 
brought all materials along. 

Didn’t know how to use A/V  Come by venue well in advance to 
learn how to use A/V equipment.   

Didn’t set up A/V in advance Arrived early on presentation day to set 
up equipment. 

Highly technical presentation 
inappropriate for this audience. 

Learned audience’s background, 
vocabulary, and expectations for 
presentation, adjusted own vocabulary 
to match. 

No introduction and conclusion At beginning, ensured he set audience 
up to know what was coming.  At end, 
summarized presentation and left 
audience feeling their needs had been 
met. 

No context or purpose In introduction, clearly stated the 
objective of the presentation and 
provided any contextual information 
that would help them understand. 
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Presenter’s errors: What he should have done: 

Presentation was not organized Structured presentation for audience’s 
needs, tested and rehearsed it. 

Spoke facing the whiteboard, with back 
to audience 

Faced the board only when absolutely 
necessary, and if possible, waiting to 
speak until he turned back around. 

Read some slides verbatim (word for 
word) 

Had slides with little or no text, spoken 
from keywords jotted on notecards. 

Slides were out of focus Ensured that projector was focused 
before beginning presentation 
(preferably before audience arrived). 

Slide illustration was too small Designed projected images to be legible 
to audience, and actually tested the 
slide set. 

Slide format not uniform Created a consistent design for all 
slides in the set. 

Slides had too much text. Kept slides to about 25-30 words each, 
used slides as illustrations rather than as 
content itself. 

Slide fonts inconsistent As part of overall slide set design, used 
a few well-chosen fonts on all.  Kept 
text above 20 points, used 
enhancements and changes only for 
emphasis. 

Bad font choice(s.) Used professional-looking fonts in 
appropriate colors. 

Too much info on slide Ensured that each slide covered only 
one topic, and that only essential 
information was on each slide. 

Poor contrast on slides Chosen font colors that were 
significantly darker or lighter than 
background colors. 
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Presenter’s errors: What he should have done: 

Left projector on with no slide (blinded 
audience with white screen) 

Blocked off projector in between slides, 
inserted all-black slides in Powerpoint 
show, or turned off projector between 
slides (and accounted for warm-up time 
during talk). 

Slide was crooked If using transparencies, ensured they 
were placed properly on the overhead 
projector. 

Too much information Limited talk to what was needed, 
rehearsed to ensure it would fit in time 
allowed. 

Didn’t shut off cell phone, answered 
call during presentation and conversed 

Turned off phone before coming into 
the room.  If he forgot, should have 
silenced phone quickly and ignored it. 

Inappropriate humor Used humor only if he knew the 
audience very well; omitted it 
completely otherwise. 

Ranted on tangent topic (Microsoft)  Kept personal opinions out of a factual 
presentation, remained professional. 

Used a red marker Used black, blue, or other high-contrast 
markers, reserving lighter colors for 
shading/fill/etc.  Red and green markers 
are hard to read from a distance, and a 
surprising number of people are 
colorblind and can’t tell them apart. 

Revealed hyperbladderitis.  TMI! Ensuring that no offensive terms (even 
if used commonly on TV or elsewhere) 
or language were in presentation. 

Went over time limit Kept the presentation within the 
specified time, both by watching the 
clock and by having rehearsed it. 

In a hurry to leave (for reasons best left 
unsaid!) 

Structured presentation with a definite 
conclusion, timed presentation to end 
without rushing, exited gracefully. 
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Presenter’s errors: What he should have done: 

Displayed unprofessional attitude and 
disrespected the audience 

Dressed, spoken, and otherwise acted 
professionally. 

Overall message: presenter was focused 
on self not on audience’s needs 

Remembered that regardless of the 
reason for the presentation (inform, 
convince, etc.), showing respect for the 
audience and meeting their needs were 
key measures of success. 

 
Steps in Preparing Presentations 

0. Start early.  Don’t leave it to the last minute. 
1. Read the instructions. (Will you speak for 10 minutes or 60?  Powerpoint or outdoor?) 
2. Know the objective.  (Demo operation or explain concepts?) 
3. Know the audience. (Schoolchildren or scientists?  Prior knowledge/experience?) 
4. Know the audience’s needs and wants. 
5. Research the topic (even if you think you know it). 
6. Check out the venue.  Ensure your presentation and any demos, etc. can actually be done 

there.   
7. Outline key points and put them in a logical, appealing order. Be sure there’s an 

introduction and a conclusion.  Decide whether your presentation is about the visuals or 
whether you’ll use visuals to support your talk. 

8. Write a detailed script and fine-tune it for just the right wording, pauses, etc.  
9. Visualize yourself giving the presentation, refine the script based on your imagination  
10. Write speaker’s notes on notecards, one key point per card.  Include words you 

specifically want to use, pauses, and other important details.  Number the cards in case 
you drop them.   

11. Hide the script.  (Don’t use it while presenting.) 
12. Design visuals that support your presentation (not that are your presentation). Powerpoint 

is not always the best way to get your point across!  Sometimes “show and tell,” 
flipcharts, whiteboards, music, and so on are more appropriate.  If you do make slides, 
use graphics rather than text when you can; keep slides simple and uncluttered. 

13. Use handouts only if necessary.  They’re distracting. 
14. Rehearse alone, then in front of a supportive audience.  Video-recording yourself can be 

very helpful.  Update your notecards as needed. 
15. Verify assumptions about the venue. 
16. Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst (show up early, take a spare flash drive, etc.) 

 
General Hints about Giving Good Presentations 

• Do not read slides verbatim.  The best presenters don’t look at the slides. 
• Talk to different people in the room, giving direct eye contact.  Don’t “radar” your head. 
• Pace your speech for understandability.  Don’t rush.  Rehearse it at a slower-than-usual 

speed; you’ll probably talk faster during the real presentation, so time it accordingly. 
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• Keep your lungs full for resonance, projection, and confidence.  Use a good strong voice.  
• Do not just trail off your presentation. Summarize, then end with a bang.  
 

Rhetorical Questions 
 
A rhetorical question is a question that you aren’t really asking, and that you don’t intend the 
reader (or audience) to answer – you intend to answer it yourself.   Rhetorical questions often 
appear in poorly written headings (e.g., “What is the Timeline of the Civil War?”), but also are 
embedded in body text (e.g., “The American Civil War spanned 1861-1865.  What was the 
timeline of the war?  It started on April 12, 1861 with the battle of Fort Sumter.”)   
 
Rhetorical questions are “gimmicks” – cheesy constructions that are supposed to increase a 
reader’s interest.  In truth, they’re simply a way to slide into a topic without a strong beginning.   
 
In headings, just make a statement (e.g., The Timeline of the Civil War”).  In text, just jump right 
into your topic with a clear and compelling opening statement (e.g., “The American Civil War 
spanned 1861-1865. It started on April 12, 1861 with the battle of Fort Sumter.”).  You’ll find 
your writing has much more power, and you’ll have avoided using unnecessary “fluff” words. 
 
Bonus: Problems in Research Report Body (draft) Assignments 
 
Past students (and some of you!) have turned in papers with the following problems; make sure 
you learn from their mistakes!  Be sure your final, assembled Reports don’t have these problems! 

• Not reading instructions.  There were many errors with page numbering, margins, 
referencing and/or titling illustrations, the 4” space over the cover page heading, etc. 

• Spelling, grammar, punctuation, run-on sentences, sentence fragments, and other 
basic (WR115/121) writing problems.  Microsoft Word, which most students use, has a 
very powerful spelling checker (red wiggly underline), and punctuation/grammar checker 
(green wiggly underline, with a blue one for word misuse), all configurable in Word 
Options.  Use the tools, proofread aloud, and get peer review! 

• Use of first and/or second person (personal pronouns).  Technical reports should be 
formal and in the third person.  Phrases like “You should always…” or “I found out 
that…” don’t belong.  Instead, say “The hunter should…” or “Research shows that…” 
(followed by a citation!).  If possible, avoid passive voice, but it is acceptable in a formal 
report context. 

•  Using too few headings.  Text should be broken up into clear divisions, each with a 
descriptive heading.  Large blocks of text under a level-one heading, especially ones that 
contain several topics, should be further broken down with level-two headings.  (Having 
a heading called “Body” – or a single level-one head between the Introduction and 
Summary – is unacceptable.) 

• Headings terse or cryptic.  Headings must guide the reader, provide bookmarks for later 
re-reading, and hint at what’s to follow.  Headings like “Theory” and “Motors” are not 
descriptive; one like “Theory of Operation of DC Electric Motors” is. 

• “Table of Contents” and “References”/”Works Cited” page titles not level-1 
headings.  Even though these are on independent pages, they should be identical to all 
the other level-1 heading style used throughout the report. 
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• Table of Contents layout doesn’t reflect the structure of the content.  The report 
contains level-1 and level-2 headings.  These should look different in the Table of 
Contents. 

• New paragraphs not distinguishable.  The first line of a paragraph should be indented 
or there should be a blank line between the new paragraph and its predecessor.  When the 
text is double-spaced, the blank “line” should be too. 

• Writing is too informal.  Technical reports are formal.  Terms should be too – no “grab” 
or “laughing your head off” or “really cool gadget” slang/misuse!  Use of third person 
helps, but doesn’t do it all.  Rhetorical questions (where you ask a question as a lead-in to 
providing the answer yourself) are considered “gimmicks” and should not be used; just 
state the facts straight off.  

• Reports written persuasively.  When they have finished reading, the reader should have 
very little idea of your (the author’s) opinion of the subject.  They certainly shouldn’t 
view your report as a rant. 

• Not turned in at all!  What can I say? 
 
 

 


