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© GUIDELINES FOR THE PLANNING AND PREPARATION
OF ILLUSTRATED TECHNICAL TALKS
By |
Harvey H. Hubbard

INTRODUCTION

llustrated technical -talks, 1n.which slides or charts are useﬂ to
‘complemeﬁt tﬁe text, are poténtiéily very efficient for the transfer of
1nformation_from é speaker to an audience. It is always reWarding<to
1isten;t§ wel]-organjzed talks that provide g-favorable listening and
" learning atmosphéfe. They are audience oriented and result from
advanced planning which takes into account the needs and capabilities
of . the individdé]s fn the audience. In most cases, the audience will be
made up of pebp]e whb have vafying levels of understanding of thé subject.
Tﬁe_challenge-is to tailor the presentatioh in such a manner that thé
nonekpert as we11 as the expert in the audience Fetains~some useful
~information. A . )
B Useful'gﬁide11nes are avéilable for péfsons giving 1lustrated
§ 'teChnical talks.'particulafly with regérd to slide quality (ref. 1) and
the mannef of presentatibn (refs. 1, 2, and 3). Since most deficiencies
in such ta]ké éré traceable to inadequate preparation, there is thus a
need for additiona1'gu1deljngs in the p]anhing and preparation phases.

The purpdsé of this. paper is to extend the material of the references
by describing some simple concepts, which when prqperly applied can save

 pfeparatiQn_timé'and éffort, jmprove clarity, and increase the geheraI

- '”"'éfféctivéhess of an illustrated technical talk. This paper is based on




wide experience gained directly in the preparation of talks, the
. §upervision of others fn talk-preparations and in attendance at technical
;meetings; Informat{on contained herein most dfrect]y relates to talks
prepared for technica] society meetings but is useful for any type .of
“oral presentation where visual aids are used. Definition of the objectivesl
of the'talk,-preparation of the s]ide and text material, and determination

of the"presentatiOn'tjme-are included as special topics for discussion.

" OVERALL GUIDELINES

_ Emphasis in this paper is on the planning and organization of the

S siide material and text prior to presentation because of its importance

in producing a good talk. The actual manner of presentation is- beyond
the scope of this: paper except insofar as the preparation details may
influence it. Each person will have his own approach to the presentation,
“and will add hlS ownnmnner1sms personal touches and humor as appropr1ate
Almost. anyone can give a very effective 111ustrated talk prov1ded that |
he really wants to communlcate and follows a few simple guldel1nes
"_Probably the most 1mportant as well as the most.d1ff1cult lesson
B for'a-speaker to learn is that he can.accomplish only limited Objectives
sir'in any technical talh.' To clarify this.important'point,.he may be: able
tovfntroduce‘a new piece of work or some new facet of a previously studied
E subJect 1n such a way that a person in the audience knows whether it is
profitab]e for him to pursue further study of the subject or not. The

- speaker ‘may be able to summarize some existing information for or make

: aafew lasting points to the average 1istener. Above a1l he has. a unique
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'opportunity to establish his credibility with the audience as an expert

keséurce person. If he tries to give the hard sell to a lot of detailed

information ﬁe will probab]y end up communicating with only a few people

~ who are expéfts lTike himself. The latter approach can be useful in

small group discussions but is not recommended in presentations to

general audiences.

_ 'Speakinq Rate

MOst_speakers are overly optimistic concerning the amount of material

....that can be presented in a giVen period of time. Where visual aids afe

concerned the sbeaking-rate should be sloﬁer than for other types of"
public speeches. Based on hundreds of observations by the author, a

speaking rate of 100'WOrds'per.minute is judged'td be a good warkiﬁg

_éverage; sdme-persons can comfortably talk faster and still be understood,

but ‘the above is a wbrkable coMpromise, bearing in mind the interests of

both the listener and the speaker.

Advanced Planning

The listener'is almost completelyvat the mercy of the speaker and

in order to follow the presentation effectively, needs several specific

items of information. He needs to know ear]y_in the talk what the subject
ié, the scope of the presentation. and what approach will be used in

presenting. the material. Then after the descriptive and discussibh

matefia] is presented, he needs to be remihded of the main conclusions.

One suggésted critgrioh.for preparation of an illustrated talk is-

~ that the audience deserves to.receive from it at least as much as they -




' _ o
devote in time and effort to listen to it. Let us take as an example

. a’lS—minute<ta1k'tofthe Acoustical Society of America that is given-in

- a seSS1on with an- attendance of 100 persons Based on prorating the -

'est1mated expenses: of travel, per diem, and salary for a 3-day meetlng,
. the audience-will collectively have invested about $1,000 to Tisten to
thisfpapen‘ The average speaker-should be willing to make a similar
investment, or the equivalent of about 1 to 3 man weeks of plann1ng,

"preparation and rehearsal

Timing of fresentatfon |
Most gu1des to preparing and giving technical talks miss the po1nt ’
- completely about p]anning for the time allotted. Hard1y any ta]k is
scheduled w1thout a tnme:being‘assigned.. A person generally fills up
“the time al]otted ~ it is. only a queStion of whether he does-it wise1}
or not. P]ann1ng for ‘the talk: must recognize the avallable tame and
lprov1de for wise usage, wmthout running overtime

No single factor causes so much consternation among audience,

.fellow presenters and- session’cha1rmen as presentatxon t1me It is
" unfair to the audience and to the subsequent speakers to.run;over'the
allotted time. lForIfonnal.conferences where papers are .rehearsed, it
_1s;po§s1h]e<to'estimateftheldelivery timefquite accurately, but'in ‘the
casevof open meetings and.informal conferences it -is not possible to
.fbhave group reheansals and the individual authors must be responsible
?f for rehearsing thejr,ta]ks and for adhering to assigned time.constraints.

.5A‘re1iab1e method for timing apresentationinvolVes{the preparation of




"a written text of‘the material to be presented. Such a writeup provides
the opportunity to check~for-erfors end needless repetition, is a guide
‘ for?the-oral'nehearsal and can also be the basis for a referenceab]e |
document.

Eva]uafion of the slide material alone can be the basis for aecurate
tining.. Tnis apprqach is highly recommended and can be effectively used
even}by inexperienced speakers. A prerequisite for its success, of course, .

is the'avai]abi1ity of properly selected slides for the talk.

SLIDE CONSIDERATIONS
In a we]] p]anned paper it should be poss1b1e to get the main
informat1on from scanning the slide material. For instance, the slides
should indicate the subject matter and its scope, what was done and
- the methods used the results obtained, and the main conclusions. The
slides thus consfltute an outline of the paper, and there 15, as indicated

‘later, an optimum number of slides for a given length of presentatvon.

Number of Slides

The.number of words of text for each slide can vary somewhat with '
equé]]y 900d'resu1ts from about 100 to 200. 1If a slide requires only
about 100 words, it is probably simple in concept such as a photograph or
sketch of a piece of equipment or a word slide listing of ideas or
vfactors. rhe contact print reproduct1ons of standard 3 1/4- by 4-inch
.llantern slides in figure 1 are illustrative of relatively simple slides.
.They are examples of these which can be introduced, descrjbed, and discussed

_in about 1 minute or wiih about 100 words of text. On the othEr'hand;

e



thdse of-figure'z_ere re]atiyely complex and require about twice as much

- text. -Ajs]ide which. requires more tﬁan 200 words to describe iélprobébly'
~ too complex .and the aaterial-on it should be broken up into two or fore
sTides. A talk, inlorder to be interesting end effective, shou]d'be’we]l
paced- and, hence, 150 words per slide is judged to be near the‘optimum.
As en;examp]e,'a 15-minute talk would have 10 slides’mdre orZIESs. If
.the'slides were eéxtremely simple in concept or itftheir.conteﬁt'Fquired
very littie'discession, it 1s,conceiVab1e that as many as 157§1ideS’might

be effectivelyJUSed “On” the .other hand, for: s]1des wh1ch have severa]

© curves and requ1re more d1scuss1on, less than 10 would be. a better number.

sifde Qua]ity

‘Much has- been written about “improving the qua11ty of sl1des (see ref.

_}und the fo]lowing are - 1mportant ‘summary p01nts

Sl1des should be c]ear and” relat1ve1y s1mp1e, with a: pract1ca1 11m1t
of three curves per sl1de If rt~seems desirable to 1nclude'a large
iﬁumber of curves to ilﬂdstratefa’trehd, for example, the disciidsion should
" be aimed'at idehtifyinqéfhe;trend rather than a description of ‘each |
1nd1v1dual curve.

The number of equatlons should be 11m1ted to those for whlch the
.termp can be proper]x defined, The emphasts~shou1d be on the ‘type of N
equetien andftﬁe;tdentification?df-significant'variables involved -
‘j ratherfthanAdetéijed information"WhicH only the expert listenéer can
'_assimilate.‘ |
wrfting should .be readable_in the back of the room. Black writing

on thte.beckground is preferred but book péges and'typewriter siie print

1) -
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are notlgeherally acceptable. The use of color is effective for photogrdphs

and sketches but is frowned on for data slides unless they are coded by
symbols as Qell as-by.color. .Double coding tends‘to eliminate problems
due to color blindhess and loss of defail in copying.

The above points may be difficult for some authors to adhere to

but the conclusion is that,the preparation of good slides does requiré

- considerable thought and effort. It should be noted that aTl the example

slides of figures 1 and 2 are'of_aCCeptable_qué]ity.

S TEXT conswzkmons
An impdrtént payoff for héving»é text is that it provides a fe]iab]é
measure for tﬁming the presentation. A double-space typed page with
- - standard. margins has'abbut 2501words or 2.5 minutes of speéch. Thﬁs, a
’ sfx page double—spaéed manuScript is‘a éood average size for a 15-minute
talk. | - |
From the Tisténefs pqint'of View the text should generally not be
hemorized or read as a prepéred statement although either can;sometimes
be done acceptab1y} The ideal approach to a presentation is for the
’ spéaker 10 pfpperly‘intrbduce;the slides and to closely coordinate his
reﬁar&s-wifﬁ the mate}ialvof the slides as an outline. One or two mafn'
poinﬁs per slide is about the maximum that should be attémpted.
- Such e]eheﬁts és motivation, orientatfon, discussion, and conclusion
- all play useful roles in the texts of i]luétrated‘technical talks.
-Fok instance, a speakef cannot assume that every_listener in a 1arge
‘aud{ence'knows‘what‘the'papér ié.about, why the work is important,

‘and why the papef has been prepared. Even if the audience is generally

. {
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kndwledgeab]e,-it-shodld be reminded of the:purpose and scope of the

~paper«

PrOper 1ntroduct10n and . descr1pt1on of the slide material is

obv1ously‘1mportant as a basis for the effective use of the slides.

A discussion of what- was done and the associated results are best

Aaccomplished in-close coordinatibn‘with the slide material and should ::

be fu]]y compat ible- w1th it
The main f1nd1ngs should be sunnmvwzed in a conclusvons or;

concluding remarks section. The average llstener is probably not: -

‘capable -of reiainingja long'list of ‘detailed statements, hence, it:is

important to sé]ect ohe_or'twd main'cqnclusions>to highlight.

COMPOSITION AND FORMAT

A log1ca1 way to proceed to put;a talk together is to se]ect the

ls]wde' first. Make sure:sthat« they are clear “and accurate; 111ustrate

the sub1ect matter, support the.main conc1u51ons and estab11sh a.

logical sequence for the@presentation of the paper. The text;then is

simpTy an erplanationvand discussion‘of what is on the slides. A, Summary :

~

oF the slide and text gu1dei1nes for : various ]ength talks 1s g1ven in

the following table

:Lehgth of Talh : -Nﬂhbén“owa]ides ‘NumberqofiText»Pageg
Minutes Preferred|:7- Range- | Preferred ~ Range
10 | 7 |. s | 4 e
o LT R T P S 1 6| --

20 0 | 4 10-20 8 | 79

25 ol ) 13- 10 | em

30 . | 20 ) 1530 ] 2 1113
60 1 a0 | 3060 | 2 22-26

v




-The preferred_number of s]ides in eachicase is judged to be near
‘the optimum for a fast moving technical talk to a general audience. The '
lesser number of slides might be required for a talk to an audience
aiready khoW]edgeab1e in the subject and, thus,'capab]e'of absorbing
hpre detai]. On the bther hand, as many as one slide per minute would
’.rarely be nsed unless they were simple word charts or phqtographs in
support of an or1entat1on or general rev1ew ta]k ‘In actuai situations,
the speaker will probably have a m1xture of s1mp1e and re]at1vely rore
complex sl1des_and, thus, some -judgment in the matter of p]anning is
called for. o |

The number of text pages is directly related to the speaklng
frate and is f1xed w1th1n narrow 11m1ts for a given 1ength of talk
It is thus v1ta11y 1mportant that the text be closely correlated with
~the sl1de materlal for max1mum eff1c1ency A given length of text
"a.one w111 conta1n much less techn1ca1 1nformatwon and may actually be
more confus1ng to the 1lstener than if it is well coord1nated w1th and
related to the sl1des v |

~ Two powhts ment1oned earller are worthy of special emphasis In
any talk it 1s he}pfu]_to the person in ‘the audience to be able to
anticipate-the scqpeiand sequenCe of the paper, hence,,an introduction
or "road map" slide of'the type shown'in_figure 1(a) can be very helpful.

_}Likewise it is useful for the person in the audience to be reminded

. what the main conc1u51ons are. Thus, it is he]pfu] to end up w1th a’

summary or conclud1ng remarks sllde The road map and conclusions

slides are, of course, included in the above tabulations
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_ | CONCLUDING ‘REMARKS
Guideiinesvhave been presentéd for ‘the breparation of illustrated | , .
talks whichfaré_audience oriented and which are aimed at the efficient
trather of.technical fhfofmation Early decisions concern1ng ‘the
requ1red number of slidesarehelpful in initial planning for a good
‘quality talk Detalled considerations are; the establishment of - 11m1fed
i object1ves. 'selection of appropr1ate slide material, development 6f a

;text wh1ch is well. coord1nated w1th the slides, :and accurate timing.
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