Presenting conference papers 
Judy Mousley

Just like any big occasion, presenting your first paper is exciting but scary. “Butterflies” in the stomach, upset digestion and shaking are normal reactions that are caused by excessive adrenalin that your body produces in “fight or flight” situations. You soon get used to these symptoms and they do lessen with practice, but even experienced speakers rarely perform without them. The best things to do are to recognise these feeling as harmless and see this as a wonderful opportunity for experience. However, you can help yourself prepare for this moment by rehearsing your presentation, getting to know your subject matter well, and thinking about what makes an enjoyable presentation. 

For this newsletter, I will focus on rehearsal opportunities and in subsequent ones I will move on to the other aspects.

Rehearsing your presentation


Some institutions provide opportunities for researchers to present papers to each other. When I was younger researcher, Gilah Leder had a regular meeting of her research students where they made short presentations on their proposed topic, methods, findings, etc., depending on their stage of candidature. This was not unusual, so if it is not common in your institution you could either ask for such a group to be established or even instigate it yourself. Off campus students can usually find others in a geographical area: the subject matter of their research is irrelevant as it is co-support that you need.


At Deakin University, where I was employed, the women in the Faculty of Education established Women in Education Research (WERG). At out regular meetings, we had speakers on all academic matters (including matters like superannuation and efficient use of time as well as more research-based matters). If people were going to present a conference paper in the near future, they first presented it to WERG, and the audience asked tough questions (much harder than those asked at the subsequent conferences). Each person in the audience also wrote a few questions that could have been asked, plus any suggestions for improving the presentation. We learnt what to do when you do not know the answer, when someone uses your question time to give a lecture of their own, how to manage a dominant or aggressive member of the audience, how to speak into a microphone, etc. Again, if there were no self-help group in your institution, it would only take a bit of your initiative and energy to get one started.


A third opportunity that I had to rehearse was while driving to and from work by myself. It took me 30 minutes so that was an ideal time limit. The sheep in the Connewarre area would have learnt a lot about mathematics education, and I had opportunities to practise raising and lowering my voice, making points in various ways, and (most importantly) learning to say the main points without reading them off slides or paper. That is, I learned to “talk to” each point rather than reading it. 

Getting to know your subject matter well

If you are researching, it is likely that you know a lot about your subject area—and certainly you will know as much as at least half of your audience. This should give you some confidence. However, you do not have to know everything. If you get stuck, or asked a difficult question, it is quite acceptable to say any of the following:

· “I do not understand that yet, but I am working on it.”

· “I can’t answer that question. Please give me your email address and I will get back to you on it.”

· “That’s a good question. I don’t know the answer. Could you tell me more?”

· “I am not sure (or I do not understand the question). Can anyone help me here?”

Again, though, there are some things that you can do before the presentation to get on top of your subject matter. An essential activity is to read widely, asking your supervisor and other people to explain anything that you do not understand. Then read more. Read about each word of your research question. For example, if you are researching children’s understanding of algebra, read about different notions of “understanding” as well as about different levels and forms of “algebra”. Read history to get a sense of where the ideas came from, and read research to grasp approaches that people have taken to researching the main aspects of your own topic.

There are more easily achieved approaches to feeling on top of the content of your presentation. One is to give your conference paper to three friends and ask them to write a few questions for you—which might send you back to the books and the internet. A useful activity is to make a list of such questions, adding some of your own, then to think of an example or metaphor you could use in answering each one. What would your audience be familiar with that you could draw on to explain a difficult point? (Most drive, cook, enjoy sports, etc.)


One of the most valuable experiences I had at Deakin University was a monthly “PostCritters Breakfast”. It was the time when people were talking about postmodernism, post critical research, poststructuralism, etc. — all very confusing — so people who were interested formed the “PostCritters”. The only time that suited the group for a regular workshop was over breakfast, and the Staff Club were good enough to open early to feed about 15 of us. At first there was a lot of shared ignorance, but as we found good articles it became a reading group and a great venue for discussion, questions, and a lot of fun. I remember one session where we moved to a room with a white board and drew up a large table with headings for each column and row. Then we all tried to think of god examples to put in each cell. I was not writing in any “post” areas, but this scholarship stood me as well as other Deakin researchers in good stead for many subsequent years. That experience also prepared me from many of the questions at conferences that otherwise would have seemed to come from left field. 

Focussing on what makes a presentation enjoyable for the audience

One thing that makes members of an audience annoyed is when the presentation does not fit within the time available. If you have 20 minutes to present, followed by 10 minutes for questions, plan (and rehearse) a 15 minute presentation. Have the Chair (or ask a friend) to signal you 10 minutes, the 5, 2 and 1 minute before your time runs out. Do not ignore these signals. It is really arrogant and unprofessional to use more of the conference time that you were allocated.
You want to encourage the interest and engagement of delegates in your content area and topic. The aim of your oral presentation is to give a quick and clear exposition of the main points in the written paper. If people leave the session wanting to read your paper and with enough sense of your work that they can ask questions and talk with you later about it, then you have achieved that aim. 

Question time is not an opportunity to keep presenting or to show extra PowerPoint slides because you ran out of time! If it looks like one answer will take more than a fair portion of the time, after a quick response say something like, “I need more time to explain that properly. Ask me again after the session, if you wish”. During question time, it is helpful to have a session Chair of a friend take control. They can make sure that people take turns, that members of the audience ask questions (rather than making long points of their own), and that the time limit is kept. However, you need to keep answer short and to the point to help meet these aims.

Using technology
Think about how you can use presentation technologies (e.g., overheads, videos, PowerPoint presentation, etc.) in thoughtful and creative ways that will enhance your presentation. Slides are not there for you to read! People can read much faster than you can talk, and they can also read while they listen to relevant points, examples and illustrations, explanations, etc. In fact, it is a good exercise to limit yourself to fewer than 10 slides (for any lecture or presentation, I mean) with fewer than 30 words per slide.  

Most importantly, look at and talk to your audience, and not to the display. In fact, it is good to talk a bit ahead of each slide so that their reading by the audience reinforces what you have just said rather than pre-empting it. Experiment with the “Presenter’s view” in PowerPoint, which shown not only the current slide but the next one — as well as a clock and other features.

Consider when it is useful to have information on a screen (such as when showing data in a table or a graph, where people need time to interpret the display. However the numbers/words/labels must be large enough to read easily and you should still focus on a few highlights of the information. That said, in an environment where there are many international participants (such as PME or ICME), it is considerate to have the main points written too, as it is often easier to translate written text than aural text. (By the way, in a foreign country where a large portion of the audience will be local people it pays to have a second set of slides, or printed notes, that have been translated into the local language. This is manageable using sites such as www.freetranslation.com then asking a local contact to check for mistakes.)

It is considerate to supply notes printed from the slides, because some members of the audience will want to write down points but it is better to have them listening and engaging with what you say. 
Most conferences have some international delegates, and even people with English as their first language have trouble understanding Australian and New Zealand speakers because of different accents and the speed with which we speak. Nervousness also makes people speak faster than usual. Slow down, and breathe between sentences. You need to be understood more than you need to cover everything. Further consideration for international delegates, of course, means slowing down your speech, avoiding colloquialisms, and recognising that humour is culture-based. 

It is usually considerate to use a microphone if one is available. If you to prefer to move around and get closer to your audience, you will need to throw your voice effectively — and right throughout the presentation. Addressing the people in the back row aims your chin in the right direction, whether or not you are using a microphone. If using one, lift you elbow as if drinking, hold it close to your lips and talk as you would in a private conversation. Let the microphone do the work, because it is certainly not enjoyable to listen to a person talking loudly into a microphone. 

A microphone on a stand is usually easier to manage because they are multi-directional — step back and raise you voice, but be careful not to wander too far away. If hearing your own voice is difficult (as it is for most of us), just focus on the voice in your head and you will soon “tune out” the artificial one. A lapel mike that clips to a tie or collar is designed to be talked over, not blown into, so keep your chin up.

My final point for now about presentations takes us back to the first main point I made: the presenter needs to seem (and hence to be) well organised and rehearsed. This is not all about prior rehearsal though. It includes being prepared for technological hitches, such as 

· knowing before you arrive at the conference what equipment you will be using (including the Mac/PC platform and software version available;

· having printed copies in case the data projector gives up the ghost;

· having a video on CD in case the computer does not like your software;

· having an internet site on a CD rather than trying to make a live web link work;

· pre-loading your presentation on to the computer in the room;

· getting access to your presentation room at a time when others are not setting up so that you can play with the equipment (including microphone, light switches and any peripherals);

· bringing a back-up version, which is not difficult these days given that USB drives and CDs and videotapes are easy to carry.
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