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English Scientific Communication
Part 5—Using presentation software  
effectively–key principles
●
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In this series of articles, we are looking 
at methods to communicate science 
more ef fectively in English. As chem-
ists, when we wish to communicate our 
research at conferences and symposia, 
there are two common ways in which 
we do so: posters and oral presenta-
tions. In today’s article, we turn our at-
tention to oral presentations and focus 
on the most powerful tool we have avail-
able: presentation software. There are 
many dif ferent pieces of software you 
might use to assist you in delivering an 
oral presentation, including Powerpoint, 
Keynote, PDF and Prezi. Here we will 
not focus on any particular platform, but 
will discuss some basic design princi-
ples and usage strategies that will sup-
plement and complement your spoken 
English, making it both easier for you to 
deliver your presentation, and easier for 
your audience to understand. 

The power of images
In English, there is a famous expres-
sion, “a picture is wor th a thousand 
words.” The importance of this concept 
is never greater than when we are pre-
senting, particularly in a non-native lan-
guage. We can let the picture take over 
the hard work for us! In previous arti-
cles, we introduced John Medina ’s 
brainrules.net, where he highlights 12 
key ideas based on the way the human 
brain works. Brain rule number 10 is 
that “vision trumps all other senses.” 
Studies have shown that our recall 
based on hearing something new im-
proves six and a half times if we see a 
picture about the same thing at the 
same time.  This is a great combination 
in presenting―if we can add pictures to 
illustrate our ideas when speaking, the 

audience will be less reliant on the qual-
ity of our English and have far better 
understanding and recall of our ideas.

Naturally, when presenting chemistry, 
we will be using plenty of visual repre-
sentations including reaction schemes, 
3D structures, equations, graphs, spec-
tra etc. Next month we will talk in more 
detail about how best to use these items. 
However, do not be afraid to use simple 
images instead of text to make import-
ant ideas more memorable. Think about 
how we often use cartoons or icon pic-
tures to explain things―for example the 
signs next to the priority seats on the 
train. Visual expression of concepts can 
compensate for poor quality English ex-
planations, so think about creating sim-
ple graphics to explain key ideas and 
supplement your descriptions, even if 
they are not technical ones.

The power of animations
Moving on from images, the use of 
short movie clips and animations in sci-
ence presentations can be extremely 
powerful. Unfortunately, on many occa-
sions, presenters are not suf ficiently 
technically prepared to use these prop-
erly and often clips and animations don’t 
play properly or require opening a dif-
ferent piece of software. This can seri-
ously interrupt the flow of a presenta-
tion and so if you plan to use animations 
or movie clips, make sure you under-
stand your presentation software prop-
e r l y a n d a r r a n g e t h e c l i p s t o p l a y 
smoothly, directly within your presenta-
tion they work in all situations. For ex-
ample, in some cases you need to have 
the video or animation files in a particu-
lar folder while in other cases they are 

embedded in the presentation file （this 
is preferable）. If you bring your presen-
tation on a memor y stick, sometimes 
the connections get broken. If you wish 
to show a video clip from the internet, 
for example from YouTube, then don’t 
open a browser during your presenta-
tion. Instead you should use one of the 
many available pieces of software or 
browser plugins to download the clip, 
trim it to just the part that you want to 
show and then inser t it directly into 
your presentation slide （along with ap-
propriate references and credits and any 
additional useful annotations）. It may be 
necessary to convert the file to a differ-
ent format for this to work, but there are 
good free tools available for this. Proper 
preparation is essential for a smooth 
presentation and the time spent doing 
this is always time well spent.

Text or no text?
There has always been a lot of debate 
over the use of text in presentation 
slides. Many exper ts argue that you 
should avoid using text as much as pos-
sible and based on the earlier discus-
sion, it is clear that using appropriate 
images is much more effective. Howev-
er, when presenting in a non-native lan-
guage, using text on presentation slides 
can be extremely helpful for both you 
and your audience.
When speaking in a non-native lan-
guage, two common problems are for-
getting words and poor pronunciation. 
Using text on presentation slides can 
help with both of these things. The first 
one is very straightforward―hard to re-
member technical words can be includ-
ed on presentation slides so that you 
can quickly refer to them if necessary. 
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With the extra challenges of presenting 
in English, it is also useful to have short, 
key bullet points on slides to remind 
you of the sequence and structure of the 
presentation and to help you avoid miss-
ing out impor tant par ts . What you 
should work to avoid is having long de-
tailed bullet points and slides filled with 
text. Most importantly, you should work 
hard not to read from your slides―this 
is very frustrating for the audience and 
will cause them to lose interest quickly.

Problems with poor pronunciation can 
be solved very effectively using presen-
tation slides. Understanding the reason 
for this can be extremely helpful in help-
ing design presentations and once again 
we can turn to neuroscience. Multisen-
sor y or multimodal integration is the 
study of how we process different forms 
of sensor y input （e.g.sight, sound, 
touch） simultaneously. In particular, it 
seems that the nervous system can inte-
grate the different inputs to generate a 
single response. A classic example of 
tricking the brain based on different in-
puts is the McGurk ef fect, in which 
hearing a person making a particular 
sound while seeing the person making a 
different sound can cause a third, differ-
ent sound to be perceived （a nice exam-
ple is available on YouTube at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=G-lN8vW 
m3m0）. Interestingly, this effect seems 
to be stronger for English native speak-
ers than Japanese! We can use a similar 
trick to help with pronouncing difficult 
words. If the audience is able to read 
the word at the same time it is spoken, 
they will not notice the pronunciation is 
poor. In cases where they may not have 
understood the word at all, they now 
perceive it clearly. We can use the same 
concept to enhance the power of imag-
es, by synchronizing their appearance in 
the presentation slide with our speech. 
By instantly providing a context for what 
is being said, the audience can narrow 
down the possibilities of what is being 
said and understand it more clearly.

Remote control
This begs a question. How can we en-
sure that words and images appear at 
the same time we are speaking, as this 
is necessary for the greatest effect? The 
problem is one that is very easily solved 
using modern presentation software and 
a small handheld presentation remote 
control. When preparing presentation 
slides, instead of making them static, it 
is extremely powerful to have text and / 
or images appear on the slide at the 
same time you are speaking. To do this, 
you need to learn how to use the anima-
tion features of your presentation soft-
ware. It is very straightforward to make 
objects appear, disappear or even move 
or be emphasized on a single mouse （or 
remote button） click. Try to buy or bor-
row a presentation remote control and 
practice using it. It soon becomes sec-
ond nature to click the animations for-
ward as you speak and the audience can 
experience difficult words or images to 
simplify complex ideas at exactly the 
same time you are speaking about them. 
It is hard to express on paper how effec-
tive this can be, but try watching a video 
online of the late Steve Jobs giving an 
Apple keynote presentation. The appear-
ance of bullet points and images is syn-
chronized with his speech and the effect 
is smooth and powerful.

In article 2, we discussed a basic model 
for information processing by the hu-
man brain. We highlighted the impor-
tance of both the restricted size of the 
working memory and the way the per-
ception filter selects what information to 
pay attention to. These ideas are ex-
tremely important in slide design. The 
most important idea is to not present 
unnecessar y information to the audi-
ence, as it will distract them. If you pres-
ent a slide with four different graphs on 
it and then spend 5 minutes talking 
about only the first one, the audience 
will be distracted by the presence of the 
other graphs. They will look at them 
carefully and tr y to understand what 
they mean. This will divert their atten-

tion away from what you are saying. In-
stead, you should only show them the 
first graph while you are talking about 
it. Fill the entire slide with that one 
graph and have it appear only when you 
star t to talk about it . When you are 
ready to talk about the next graph you 
have two choices. If you will not refer to 
the first graph again, then simply re-
move it. If you later want to refer to it or 
compare it with the second graph, then 
use an animation to shrink it and move 
it to the corner of the slide. You may 
also want to fade it to gray, to keep the 
audience’s attention away from it. You 
can then bring in the second graph 
when you start to speak about it and you 
can use animation to later put the two 
graphs side by side （restoring the first 
one’s colours） for comparison. By al-
ways limiting the information you pres-
ent to the audience at any time, you can 
keep them focused on what you are say-
ing and make use of the multisensory 
integration described above. Using a 
presentation remote control makes all 
these tasks smooth and easy and will 
give your presentation a ver y profes-
sional feel.

Developing your presentation to exploit 
these ideas requires more effort and at-
tention to detail than having simple stat-
ic slides, but the benefits easily out-
weigh the additional ef for t required. 
Once you start to use these techniques, 
you will find it very natural to synchro-
nize your slide content with what you 
are saying. Finally there is a huge addi-
tional benefit to delivering visual materi-
al in this manner. It no longer becomes 
necessary to use a laser pointer to indi-
cate the thing you are referring to. As 
introduced previously, “laser pointer 
wiggle” is distracting and reveals just 
how nervous you are. By planning your 
contents carefully and using a remote to 
control their timing, you can avoid using 
a laser pointer altogether.

Next month we wil l look into some 
more detailed aspects of effective pre-
sentation software usage.
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