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Advice from those who have been there before… Top tips on 

conference papers from LLC academics! 

 

Presenting with Clarity: 

“Have a strong outline of what you want to say.”  

“Academic writing in our time tends to be over-abstract and over-

inflated.  You will impress your listeners by being clear and concise.  If 

you try to blind them with your unbelievably sophisticated vocabulary 

and complex ideas they will be bored and you will not get the useful 

feedback that should be your primary reason for participating in the first 

place.”  

“Signpost the moves in the argument, key turning points, etc.: good 

opportunities to move from a reading aloud mode to a more 

conversational style for a moment, to break up the delivery and 

maintain the audience's attention.” 

“My main advice: everything that's important in the piece should be 

said in the introduction; not much attention should be expected from 

participants, especially in the iPhone era. Hoping for more than 5 

minutes of sustained attention is unrealistic.”  

“Less is best: don't try to fit in your whole PhD in a 20 minutes 

presentation. It's better to present aspects of the PhD and take your time 

rather than try to cram everything in.” 

 

“Write a good conclusion – if for time reasons you are obliged to cut the 

paper, cut sooner rather than later in order to keep the conclusion 

intact.” 

“The main piece of advice I would give is as a speaker to be sufficiently 

engaged with the material to such an extent that the need to actually 

read a paper is obviated or can be kept to an absolute minimum.” 
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Avoid jargon. 

“Unless you are speaking to a very specialised audience, nobody will 

know what you're talking about.  If you do use terminology, it is 

courteous to explain terms the first time you use them.  Better still, 

provide a glossary in the form of a handout.” 

“Many beginning scholars try to cover too much ground in one 

presentation, tend to go on too long, tend to use too much jargon (just to 

prove they know it!), and can too easily come across as arrogant.”  

“Put fewer citations in a conference paper. When writing a paper to be 

read out, put footnote references in (for bibliog. etc) but don’t read them 

out. This simply saves time later when you are asked for the paper to 

publish in conference proceedings.” 
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Presenting with Purpose:  

 

“Why should your audience care? If you're giving a reading of a novel that 

most people won't have read, e.g., what are the most far-reaching implications 

of the argument, which would be of interest and relevance to anyone in the 

field?” 

Present to your audience. 

“Know your (likely) audience and adapt your material, since it's about 

communication. Speak to their existing knowledge and their interests.” 

 

“Identify who your audience is and make sure you address them during your 

presentation. It may mean that you need to explain some concepts which your 

usual community would know or the other way round.” 

“Listeners cannot take as much in as from a written article, but you can be 

more playful and experiment with ideas.” 

“Always have a Big Take-Away point in your paper that your audience can 

take away with them, even if they remember nothing else. Why should they 

care about your paper? Hint what it is at the beginning, summarise what it is 

at the end. Then people who are not interested in the precise topic can still feel 

they've got something from your paper.”  

 

“Build in some points where you can extemporise: if you have to give a brief 

description of something you know well, don't write it, just make a note like 

this "[explain X, Y or Z]" in your script. That way you can look up and talk 

directly to you audience, which lets you connect with them and check they are 

following you. It also lets you switch register and tone, which makes you 

easier to listen to and keeps people interested. Finally, it makes you appear 

confident, even when you are not.” 

 

“Signal to your audience when you are about to conclude [this gets their 

attention back!].” 

Purpose of Presenting 

“Focus on getting feedback, so try not to be over-protective or defensive of 

your ideas/paper.” 

 

“Thank the relevant people.” 
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The golden rule: TIME-KEEPING: 

 

“Always stick to time. Never over-run. Ever. Don't guess, don't wing it and 

hope. Write out your paper, practise reading it out to yourself, and make sure 

it is under the 20 minutes or whatever you're allocated, adding about a minute 

for ad-libs, sips of water, raucous audience laughter, etc. There is no crime 

worse than running over time. Your fellow panelists and your audience will 

hate you - forever - if you make them listen for longer than you are supposed 

to. However good the paper.” 

 

“Make sure your paper is the right length. The only way to do this is to read it 

out loud, timing yourself, _and then add at least an extra 5%_, because (a) in 

real life, you have to allow time for introductions and conclusions (b) you 

have to leave space for ad libs (c) you always speak more slowly - and indeed 

you should speak more slowly - when there are people listening. This is 

essential. Overlong papers are by far the commonest annoying problem at 

conferences, and if you are worrying about having time to get to the end, you 

won't be able to think about what you are saying as you say it.” 

 

“Respect time limitation: everybody is working under the same time 

constraints so it's important to respect people's time, you don't want to be 

remembered as the one who overran ...” 

 

“Keep time (run through the talk with a watch in front of a mirror or with a 

very patient friend).” 

 

“STICK TO TIME!” 

 

“It takes approximately 3 minutes to read 300 words, i.e. 1 page double-

spaced. So your paper should be no more than 8 pages double-spaced for a 20 

minute paper.” 

“A fatal mistake is to put too much in – timekeeping is a matter of politeness 

to fellow conferencees. Aim to do less rather than more.” 

“Time your presentation in advance, so that you don't outrun your 

time.  Most conference presentations are only 20 minutes, so you shouldn't 

speak longer than that.  Leaving time for questions is the best part.” 
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Audiovisual aids: 

 

“Use AV support where it genuinely helps communication, but 

remember that it is distracting if it isn't directly pertinent. Blank ppt 

slides can help with this.” 

“PowerPoint presentations are fine.  Illustrations are great.  But 

cramming a whole lot of text into a PP is counter-productive, as it will 

result in your audience struggling to read your slides rather than 

listening to you.” 

“Less is best: also when it comes to using powerpoint slides; they should 

be a visual aid so don't write everything on them. Reading slides does 

not mean presenting.“ 

 

“Powerpoint bullet points only, or single quotations – not too much info 

on any single slide. Too many fancy effects will distract, e.g. fade 

in/out.” 

“If you're providing a PP, use sharply contrasting colours and keep it 

simple.  Reading yellow type on a white background is torture, as is a 

fussy mixture of fonts.” 

“Make sure any illustrations you use in your PP look good on a big 

screen.  Low-resolution images look pixillated and shout 'poor 

planning'!” 

“Avoid bullet points laying out the argument (it's not a corporate 

awayday), but use handouts or PowerPoint for longer quotations and 

any useful visual material (the latter is nice to project as a counterpoint 

to the argument, I think, even if you don't say much about it; invite the 

audience to ask you about things that caught their eye in the questions if 

they want).” 

“Slideshows should be thick on concepts and thin on text (bullet-point 

style, they should not include any proper sentences, except for 

quotations).” 

“Pictures must be relevant and striking but don’t’ include too many.” 
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“Always be prepared to do your presentation without your 

powerpoint/prezi slides. Technical difficulties are unfortunately very 

common and even if you come prepared with your USB stick it doesn't 

mean that things will go to plan. Therefore, if you are using powerpoint, 

print out your slides and bring them with you. That way, you still have 

your presentation to refer to even in the event of technology failure.” 

 

Handouts: 

“A handout can be useful, especially if you want to provide lots of detail 

and/or background to your remarks, or perhaps a bibliography. It is a 

good alternative to printing long texts on-screen, and you can direct the 

audience to look at specific passages in the handout as you go along. Be 

aware, however, that some people will be reading your handout rather 

than listening to what you say, so in some cases you may want to 

distribute the handout at the end of your talk rather than at the 

beginning.” 

“If you have to make a narrow subject area approachable to a wider 

discipline, start with a simple outline (and handout with principal 

names and dates, copy of poem/short passage to be discussed, list of 

brief quotations). Think: what is your handout for? Short bibliography. If 

putting citations on it, especially longer ones, don’t then read them all 

out as well. BUT, consider the optimum moment for distributing your 

handout – if you give it too soon, no-one will listen as they will all be 

reading it!” 

“A handout may help people remember who you were.” 
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And finally: 

 

Practice, practice, practice! 

 

“It is common to hear of postgraduates or professional researchers 

producing conference papers at extremely short notice and doing 

extremely well nonetheless. While I do not doubt that some people work 

best under pressure or are great improvisers, my advice is to write 

conference papers as far in advance as possible. It seems integral to 

speaking well to know the material and your argument well. The idea is 

to speak fluently from minimal notes or to read from an exceptionally 

finely crafted script and both these take time and multiple rehearsals to 

achieve.” 

 

“Deliver your paper aloud as many times as you can before the 

conference. This could be to a willing (or unwilling but obliging) friend 

or just to an empty room. This will really help you identify key points of 

emphasis in your paper. The familiarity you develop with the flow of 

your argument will increase your confidence, your ease with informal 

asides, and your ability to communicate your work in spoken form.” 

 

 

 

 


