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Speaking about Science

Presenting in public is an important career skill for anyone in the sci-
ences, and this practical manual is essential reading for researchers
and clinicians who are preparing talks for meetings and academic con-
ferences. The book features step-by-step instruction for creating clear
and compelling presentations - from structuring a talk and developing
effective PowerPoint slides through delivery before an audience. Color
examples of slides and posters from actual presentations are included.
The authors also provide tips on answering questions and strategies for
handling media inquiries and job interviews.

SCOTT MORGAN and BARRETT WHITENER are professional public
speakers and write from their extensive experience designing courses
and teaching presentation skills to scientists and medical researchers
at the National Institutes of Health and in the private sector. The sev-
en-step process they have developed will help readers become better
speakers and ensure success behind the podium.

For more information, visit www. premierepublicspeaking. com.
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To Chinese Readers

Since 1996, we have heard thousands of scientific talks on the campus
of the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland and at doz-
ens universities around the United States. We have been very fortunate
that a great number of our students are from China. The Chinese con-
tinually impress us with their intellect and determination. But perhaps
what is even more impressive is that these students travel thousands of
miles from home to better their science, improve themselves, and to
exchange new ideas. So until the day when we see you in one of our
classes, we are thrilled to offer a Chinese language edition of Speaking
about Science.

Some communication issues are specific to individual cultures; oth-
ers are particular to the United States. We have found, however, that
most elements of clear communication are universal. For example, no
matter what ones background, we can all be more concise, and this
book continually stresses the fundamental importance of brevity. But
perhaps the book s most significant message is that every audience
member in the world respects a speakers ability to teach complicated
material, rather than just lecture about it. In essence, we are teaching
how to teach.

Time and scheduling are also major factors, as all scientists have
many projects to manage. The ability to identify the core elements of a
good talk is, therefore, a crucial skill for another reason: It makes
very efficient use of a speaker’s preparation time. Not only does the
audience benefit from a more concise talk, but the speaker does not
have to spend hours in fruitless rehearsal.

We have both long wished to visit China. Perhaps, this translation
will promote further collaboration between our countries on the issue
of communication. We may be of different languages and cultures, but
we are all one people. Barrett and I are honored to make a small con-
tribution to the globalization of science with this special edition.

Present your work well!

Scott Morgan
Barrett Whitener
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Introduction

Thus, it is the communications process which is at the core of the vitality
and integrity of science.
—Philip Hauge Abelson

In an age when so much communication is tethered to technology, de-
livering messages face-to-face has paradoxically become even more vi-
tal to professional success. We all have ready access to more informa-
tion than any of our ancestors did. At the click of a few keys, we can
locate reams of facts on any topic under the sun. But although the
amount of data available to us has grown, the number of hours in a
day has not. Amidst this flood of information, technology can make
getting to the pertinent bits of data much more challenging. And that
is where a good public speaker becomes a priceless commodity. Lis-
tening to a clear and concise speaker is still the most time-efficient
way to comprehend new information.

Yet even with its known benefits, most of us view addressing a
group of people as a dreaded burden. That may be even more the case
for scientists. In addition to the concerns that all speakers have, they
must present specialized and complex data.

Some of the dread is also due to the fact that the craft of public
speaking is not taught properly. For most of us, it was never taught at
all. We all have had to learn by painful trial and error. The purpose of
this book is to offer a methodical and efficient procedure that can be
used to prepare and deliver any talk, to any audience.

Our method builds cumulatively, so we suggest reading the book in
sequence the first time, without jumping between topics. We have
tried to enhance readability, yet avoid gender bias, by using masculine
pronouns for the odd-numbered chapters and feminine pronouns for
the even-numbered chapters. Because our primary focus is on scientif-
ic talks, most of our examples come from basic research. But the con-
cepts are easily adapted for clinicians, administrators or review talks.

Lastly, these ideas have hardly developed in isolation. We would
like to thank the hundreds of clients who have helped us discover the
techniques that make a presentation successful. In fact, we think of
them as our teachers, and it is an ongoing honor to learn from them.

Scott Morgan
Barrett Whitener
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1

THE BASIC PROBLEM WITH . 2%%*
ORAL PRESENTATIONS, ’
AND ITS SOLUTION

Both science and art have to do with ordered complexity.
—Lancelot Law Whyte,in the Griffin (1957)
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We often ask our students, “ What’ s wrong with “# ¥ 4 #
scientific talks?” They invariably respond with T4 7’
variations of ;. They are boring ; they are too compli-
cated ; they are hard to follow the speakers have
too much information for the time allowed ; they do
not recognize the different knowledge levels of the
audience; they do not look at the audience, they
talk too fast or too softly; they sound bored with
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their work.

Conversely, we are told that good presentations
are clear, concise, and focus on a few key points
and that good speakers are enthusiastic and help
the audience to become engaged. We have seen
many accomplished presenters ourselves, and it is
truly inspiring to see science communicated well.

Still, as anyone who has taken the podium has
discovered, simply telling oneself, “ Be clear” or
“Be enthusiastic” rarely assures success. It is easy
to despair over not being a “born presenter”. Man-
y struggle because they think they are too intro-
verted ,are not funny or because English is an al-
ternative language for them. The truth is that there
are very few natural presenters,and even they can
benefit from technique. One ’ s gregariousness
could not matter less in this context; humor is ir-
relevant to scientific speaking; and nonnative Eng-
lish speakers actually have a few advantages over
native English speakers. This is all to say that giv-
ing an effective presentation is more a matter of
method than of talent.

Writing vs. Speaking
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