
Succeeding in Academia –
Presentation and Public Speaking 

Skills



Today
• Academics is pubic speaking
• Academic conferences or seminars

• Understand your audience
• Presentation to do’s
• Presentation do not’s
• Don’t assume they know

• Effectively communicating research 
value

• The 60-second research “elevator 
pitch”

• Resources



Academics is Public Speaking
• Presenting research

• Conferences and seminars
• Teaching

• University and public audiences
• Learn to communicate effectively 

about… 
• Yourself, your expertise and your 

research programs
• The value or solutions your research 

program provides



Academic Conferences & Seminars
• Understand what your audience cares about
• You are selling the audience on your research idea(s)

• You can’t sell them on it without understanding what they care about
• What is interesting or convincing to you may not be to others

• You must convince your audience that what you have to say is 
relevant/important to them

• Your presentation is about them – What they want, think, did, or may do
• Its not about you – what you wanted, did, or thought

• People like to feel needed and part of the conversation



Academic Conferences: To Do’s
• Look at the audience and talk to them

• Don’t read off your notes or read the screen
• Speak loud enough that the entire room can hear you
• Speak slow enough that your audience can process what you say

• If you can’t speak slowly due to amount of material, reduce the material
• Use common language that can be understood by all

• If you must use jargon, define or explain
• Move naturally, as if in a conversation (move hands)
• Take ownership of the room, its your talk
• Use graphics to illustrate points if possible



Academic Conferences: Do Not’s
• Do not start with an apology
• Do not pace around the room
• Do not stand in front of your slides
• Don’t overcrowd slides
• Don’t place anything on the slides the audience can’t read
• Don’t display irrelevant numbers on tables
• Don’t try to show how hard you worked

• Boring, and doesn’t add or help
• Don’t get defensive

• This is about the research, not you…



Academic Conferences
• Don’t assume they know….

• Grad students and early career faculty often greatly overestimate what the 
audience knows and how much information they can absorb

• Much of what seems obvious to you in the middle or end of your 
project is not obvious to your audience and needs to be explained

• You must give people the information they need to understand the 
results you will show them, and to see why the results matter

• People must feel they understand your work well enough to 
evaluate it

• They will not buy something if they feel they can’t evaluate it 



Academic Conferences
• Don’t worry about making mistakes or looking silly

• If you make a mistake, correct it and move on
• Practice will limit mistakes and show your audience you aren’t 

wasting their time
• Start your talk strong with an intriguing question or statement – hook
• Keep stories and explanations short
• Stay within the time given
• Close with a compelling statement, something you want the 

audience to do, think or feel



Communicating Research 
Value
• The 60 second “Elevator Speech 

or Pitch”
• Effective and easy communication 

tool
• What is an elevator pitch?
• What is the goal of an elevator pitch?
• What questions should the elevator 

pitch answer?
• Creating an elevator pitch
• Delivering the pitch



What is an Elevator Pitch?
• A concise statement (2-3 sentences) about your research interests 

and experience/expertise to be shared informally in various 
professional contexts 

• When should one be used?
• A brief discussion with a scholar in your field at a conference
• Introductions around a table at the start of a meeting
• Introduction to a guest speaker in the hallway before his/her talk
• Conversation at a reception or conference for a guest speaker
• An actual elevator ride or hallway discussion with a search committee 

member



What is the Goal of 
an Elevator Pitch?
• At a minimum….

• To create a memorable and positive 
impression

• To open the door to further conversation

You are essentially marketing yourself 
and your research



What Questions Should the Elevator 
Pitch Answer?
• What is the topic of your research?
• What is the problem, issue, or question that you are asking and 

addressing in your research?
• Why is that problem/interesting and important? (So what?)
• How does your work connect with the broader disciplinary 

conversation about this topic/problem in your field, and what does it 
add to that conversation?



Creating an Elevator 
Pitch
• Identify the audience (What is important to 

them? What is their goal in speaking with 
you? ….)

• Define the question or topic you will answer
• Start with an action phrase or hook
• State who you are in relation to the 

topic/question
• Share a few highlights, a story, or additional 

details on the topic/question
• Share the solution and the value/benefit



Language Use

• Key nouns
• Offer topical touchstones that are accessible to wide range of educated 

people
• Avoid jargon, if possible

• To discuss specialty terms, use common nouns/pronouns
• Turn “heterogeneous” into “different” or “homogeneous” into “similar”

• Action verbs
• Express relationships among these key nouns using action verbs
• Describe the movement of your work and the activity or action of your 

involvement



“I….” (action words)



Example



Example



Academic Example



Draft and Practice
• Write an elevator pitch for a current paper or research topic 
• Remember to…

• Define the problem – hook
• Include what makes you qualified
• Explain your program’s solution
• Share the benefit/value



Delivering the Pitch…. 
• Make eye contact
• Demonstrate enthusiasm
• Don’t get distracted
• Have your pitch down 

cold….



Practice and Feedback

Share your pitch with someone else? As them to describe…
What words or phrases that stuck out as most 
important?
What was intriguing?

Were they confused at any point?
What should be emphasized more/less?



Book Resources
• A Pocket Guide to Public Speaking by Dan 

O’Hair et al. (2018)
• TED Talks: The Official TED Guide to Public 

Speaking by Chris Anderson (2017)
• An Essential Guide to Public Speaking by 

Quentin Schultze (2020)



Public Speaking Courses
• Chris Anderson (TED talks) at: 

https://acumenacademy.org/course/chris-anderson-on-public-
speaking/

• Dale Carnegie at: https://www.dalecarnegie.com/en/presentation-
skills-public-speaking-training

https://acumenacademy.org/course/chris-anderson-on-public-speaking/
https://acumenacademy.org/course/chris-anderson-on-public-speaking/
https://www.dalecarnegie.com/en/presentation-skills-public-speaking-training
https://www.dalecarnegie.com/en/presentation-skills-public-speaking-training


Other Resources
• Toastmasters International at http://www.toastmasters.org/
• Amherst College information at 

https://www.amherst.edu/academiclife/support/writingcenter/public-
speaking/resources-for-public-speaking

• Speaker hub at https://speakerhub.com/skillcamp/8-resources-help-
improve-your-public-speaking-skill

• Santa Clara University information at 
https://www.scu.edu/provost/writingcenter/resources/public-speaking-
resources/

• Harvard information at https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/10-tips-
for-improving-your-public-speaking-skills/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIgOq3r6Xj-
wIV9wWtBh06UwpmEAMYASAAEgKlE_D_BwE

http://www.toastmasters.org/
https://www.amherst.edu/academiclife/support/writingcenter/public-speaking/resources-for-public-speaking
https://www.amherst.edu/academiclife/support/writingcenter/public-speaking/resources-for-public-speaking
https://speakerhub.com/skillcamp/8-resources-help-improve-your-public-speaking-skill
https://speakerhub.com/skillcamp/8-resources-help-improve-your-public-speaking-skill
https://www.scu.edu/provost/writingcenter/resources/public-speaking-resources/
https://www.scu.edu/provost/writingcenter/resources/public-speaking-resources/
https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/10-tips-for-improving-your-public-speaking-skills/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIgOq3r6Xj-wIV9wWtBh06UwpmEAMYASAAEgKlE_D_BwE
https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/10-tips-for-improving-your-public-speaking-skills/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIgOq3r6Xj-wIV9wWtBh06UwpmEAMYASAAEgKlE_D_BwE
https://professional.dce.harvard.edu/blog/10-tips-for-improving-your-public-speaking-skills/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMIgOq3r6Xj-wIV9wWtBh06UwpmEAMYASAAEgKlE_D_BwE


Next
• May 22: Selecting and 
Applying for Grant 
Funding

• June 5: Finding and 
Collecting Data



Questions? 


