1. introduction
There are many books that offer advice on how to present. Nowadays, there is also a
considerable amount of advice on the Internet. Why would I want to add to that?
None of that advice, as far as I can tell, is specific to the knowledge professions, where
ideas derived from research and design dominate discussion. Most advice on
presentations focuses on sales and marketing. It is not that this advice fails to cover
anything of use to the knowledge professions but rather, that it does not cover all
aspects of presenting within the knowledge professions.
One book I like, Presentation Zen by Garr Reynolds is excellent, especially with regard
to slide imagery, but for our type of work it misses a few important issues. Another,
Resonate by Nancy Duarte is also excellent but she argues that when you present you
need to tell a story. As I observe elsewhere, a story-based approach can work in the
knowledge professions only in unusual circumstances. [Also see sidebar; the limits of
storytelling]

[Access Maria Tumarkin’s essay]
Possibly most troubling of all, much of the advice now on offer in books and on the
Internet implies that presenting is more about style than substance. Within the
knowledge professions, substance is crucial. We should never choose style over

substance. However, we do not need to make that choice. A high quality knowledge
presentation will offer the substance of solid ideas within the style of an engaging
format.
A magic key?
Throughout the years I struggled with my presentation style, I imagined there was a
magic key. All I had to do was find it and I would become excellent overnight. To my
mind, the magic key had something to do with style. I had meaningful and interesting
things to say. The right style would solve all my problems.
I sought help where I could. While teaching at the University of Illinois, I sought the
assistance of the Office of Instruction and Management. I received much advice on
organization and structure. None of it helped. I was already organized and structured.
This has been typical of my experience in seeking assistance. Much of the advice I
received was sensible but it did not address the problem I was facing.
Some of the advice I received even led me in the wrong direction. At one stage, I was
advised that I needed to be more entertaining. This is the sort of glib (and counterproductive) advice you will get from those who have not thought the problem through.
Within the knowledge professions, we are not entertainers. If we try to entertain, we
will distract our audience from our argument. What we have to offer is intrinsically
interesting. We should be able to engage our audience with that.
It’s not magic!
As I note in the forward to this book, I did
find a key, but it was not a magic key. It
was quite straightforward. I needed to
start with an outline structure that
highlighted the relationship between my
key points.
While that outline structure remains
fundamental to how I now develop a
presentation, I have continued to refine
my presentation style by taking careful
note of what works and what does not
work when I present.
I like to align my ideas with peer-reviewed
research findings where possible, but I
have had limited success with that. The
implications of the relevant science for
how you go about presenting are not
always clear or sufficiently succinct. I
almost always have to rely on my own
reflection and observation to assess
whether any particular strategy is likely to enhance my presentation or detract from it.
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Why this book?
Most conference presentations are terrible but inevitably there will be a small number
of good presenters at any conference. Early in my career, I thought to take note of what
the best presenters did and to model myself after them. That did not work for me. On
reflection, I now realise that most of those presenters I was trying to use as a model
were far more outgoing than I am. They were naturals at this. They were comfortable
on stage and they behaved in ways that were foreign to me. Furthermore, while they
were engaging and entertaining, they were so different from each other that I was
unable to abstract the essentials. I could not identify common principles or strategies
that I could use as a framework to develop an engaging style for myself.
The journey I have taken to arrive at a better place has been arduous and often
distressing. It has, however, led me to a strategy that works for me. I like to think it
will work for you also.
Moving on
Now, how might you transform yourself from an ordinary, possibly even dismal
presenter, into an excellent one? Let’s start on that process.
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