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Oral Presentations

Oral presentations require you to research a topic from class and provide insight and analysis in
line with the class readings. Like all presentations, they get easier when you prepare and
practice, but also by doing them. While each discipline and instructor will have a different set of
requirements, this handout covers some tips to approach an oral presentation and how to
prepare for one.

Choose your topic carefully

When choosing your topic, picking a narrow focus with a unique insight will help you stand out
among the others. A narrow, focused topic will give you more space to analyse and give your
own ideas instead of trying to provide context and summary. Signing up early lets you find a
topic you are interested in and gives the opportunity for unique approaches before someone
else takes them.

Structure the talk like an essay

Keep yourself focused and on topic by structuring your claims and evidence like you would an
essay. Clear communication is crucial for an oral presentation as it helps your audience follow
and understand the pace and flow of your argument. Each section should build off one another
to help others understand how you got to each point and why. Some things that might help
structure a presentation might be:

e Have a clear claim that outlines your subject and the main points you address. Answer
the “so what?” question early to highlight why you chose your topic.

e Build the ideas from theories or ideas covered in class. This gives your audience a
familiar foundation before jumping into your analysis and unique interpretation.

e Most students prepare a script for themselves to read. Write this script with a general
essay structure in mind to keep your claim clear while keeping that academic voice
prominent.

Bring a visual aids and Media

To help your readers remember your presentation and keep focus, bring a visual such as a slide
presentation. This diverts audience’s eyes from you for a few moments at a time and helps your
claims be concrete and clear. Visual aids aren’t limited to slideshows. You can use videos,
music, art, and handouts. This helps your audience stay engaged.

Page 1 of 2



Find visual aids and media that are original and unexpected. While the aid needs to directly
relate to your topic, let yourself show some creativity with your selection to show how the
theories from class apply to a wide range of media.

For Example, you could choose a music album with political commentary for a political science
class, or a clip from a science fiction film for a physics class.

Activities

Activities can be a useful tool not only to help with audience engagement, but also to
emphasise the connection of your visual aids and media to your presentation topic. Schedule
time for your audience to interact and process the aid’s impact and role in your presentation.
An activity will typically take around 5-10 minutes, while a short video can take up to 5 minutes
before discussion.

Rehearse

Rehearing your presentation helps with nerves and gives you an idea of how it runs altogether.
Since class presentations and discussions have time limits, practicing with a timer will help you
know how much you need to add or cut from the talk. No matter the length of your
presentation, pace your speech and aid to fit within the allotted time.

Rehearing a presentation also reveals your speech patterns, helping you discover where to slow
down or speed up. You may feel like you are talking too slow when presenting, but to your
audience you sound clear and natural. Change the paper’s font to a larger script so you can
easily see it to balance eye contact and get used to looking away from your words before you
get to class.

Give time for questions

Questions are inevitable when giving a presentation, especially when presenting your own
claims and research. These situations are an opportunity to show how your understanding of
the topic expands beyond what you have planned while helping the questioner understand
your topic better. When tackling questions in your presentation, remember these tips:

e Schedule time for questions: when rehearsing, it’s a good idea to be a few minutes
under the maximum time in case you have questions arise. If you must initiate
discussion during your presentation, spread your questions out and leave plenty of
room for multiple people to answer.

e Don’t be afraid to ask for clarification if you don’t understand the question. Ask the
guestioner to rephrase or reword their question to give yourself the best chance of
answering. After the question, pause for a few seconds to collect yourself and form an
answer to prevent yourself from stumbling over words.

e Let everyone ask questions, even if you don’t know the answer. This makes it fair for all
and encourages discussion.
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