QUARTERDECK

I PLEAD GUILTY

HAVE you ever sat in a meeting room as a speaker tried to cover 63 slides in a 12-
minute talk? Or do you remember the speaker standing next to the overhead projector
with a pile of transparencies—ink still wet from their creation earlier that morning?
Of course these can be matched by the poster presenters who pop the staples on their
most recent proposals and thumb tack the figures in the allotted space. We usually
giggle as slides are projected sideways and as session chairpersons try to stop long-
winded speakers. Levity is great, but our colleagues and our research efforts de-
serve more.

As with most oceanographers, I attend scholarly gatherings for a diverse assortment
of disciplines. I recently was at a meeting of geologists and was shocked by the high
quality of the presentations—no overheads, only slides, dual screens, simple demon-
strative graphics, effective use of color, logical organization. As I wandered the hall-
ways, | saw speaker-ready rooms with people practicing talks. I saw grading sheets
that allowed judges to determine best-paper awards.

Obviously I have been corrupted by the evil forces in the realm of oceanography.
Oceanographers have a tendency to emphasize substance to the exclusion of style.
We are suspicious of the speaker or poster presenter whose product is slick. We
believe a well-conceived research project with high-quality data doesn’t need Madison
Avenue to sell it. Unfortunately, a confused delivery and muddled graphics can turn
the best ideas and data into a 12-minute waste of time for the audience. In fact, high-
quality material and a well-conceived presentation are not mutually exclusive.

What should we do? a) We should practice our talks. We should discover the
pitfalls of our presentations (e.g., length) while talking to ourselves in empty rooms.
b) For oral presentations, we should stop using figures from written documents. Visual
aids for projection should be simple enough that the contents can be grasped in a
few seconds. ¢) We should use the rule of thumb: 1 slide = | minute. Even if we can
talk through slides faster, the audience can seldom follow. d) We should not limit
our graphics to the software capabilities of our PC or Mac. Some figures may require
analog devices—drafting pen and ink. e) Presentations by full professors and senior
scientists should be suspect. A person having delivered hundreds of talks and thousands
of lectures can develop a lackadaisical attitude.

There are many more rules and suggestions, but we know what they are. Many
of us teach our students and junior colleagues how to give effective talks. But we
promptly forget the rules, as we are swallowed up by other responsibilities, time
constraints, and lackadaisical attitudes. It’s time for oceanographers to undergo a
renaissance in their presentations. We may not want best-paper awards at our meetings,
but how about worst-paper awards? That would make us squirm, and rightly reward
those presenters with 63 slides, wet ink, and recycled figures.

—Chuck Nittrouer

Letters are welcome regarding articles, the Quarterdeck editorial, or other matters
relevant to Oceanography.
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