Presentation Magic


Falling asleep during presentations? Deana Midmer gives some practical advice to keep you and your learners awake and engaged 

What could be worse than presenting to learners who are falling asleep? Or seeing a presenter begin to yawn and nod off at the lectern? It happens to every teacher: times when his or her energy or the energy in the room is low or going fast. Sometimes, the easiest and best thing to do is call it a day and wait for the next lecture, seminar, tutorial, or session. At other times, this is not possible and you need to devise ploys to infuse some energy: you need a little presentation magic. 

Manage the room 

Start by checking out the room. Can you change the temperature? Lighting? Noise level? Cooling down a room will often wake people up, especially if it is stuffy and overcrowded. Turning up the lights can also increase alertness. If you are showing a series of slides or overheads, try turning up the lights once in a while when interesting questions are being asked, just to focus and energise the learners. 

If outside background noise is heard, it often acts as white noise and puts learners to sleep. Although soft music in the background has been related to increased learner retention, little benefit is derived from the sound of vacuuming in the hall. The weather can also cause problems. If a storm is brewing or unfolding, the learners will be restless and eager to leave, to avoid both the traffic and the weather. 

Time challenges 

If the room is not a problem, the next focus is your learners. Timing is everything. Suppose you are presenting in the first session of a conference lasting a whole day. You have to cope with people straggling in late and others gasping for coffee. The session after a morning coffee break is ideal. The group has assembled; everyone is caffeinated and ready to learn. 

Morning sessions almost always win over afternoon sessions, especially those immediately after lunch or at the end of the day. Learners can be somnolent after a meal or anxious about leaving and resuming their day. Late afternoon on a school day can provoke anxiety in parents who are wondering about their children. For medical students or junior doctors who are sleep deprived, any time of day can be a challenge. Evening sessions for community practitioners attending continuing medical education events may cause similar problems.

Boring presentations 

Often it comes down to the speaker's skills. Sadly, some presentations are downright boring. Poor visual aids, too much or disorganised content, monotonous speaking voices, and lack of preparation also put facilitators at risk of losing the learners' attention. Although much can be done about these issues, sometimes the subject matter itself can be excruciatingly unexciting but deemed essential. Spicing things up and energising the room will make even the dullest topics interesting. Some of the strategies in the box can be incorporated into presentations from the outset, others can be held in reserve for SOS situations. 

	Tips on keeping the room awake (or waking it up) 

· Keep lectures short (no more than seven minutes). 

· If a lot of content has to be worked through, encourage questions at any time. 

· Remember less can be more: provide content in handouts not lectures. 

· Use different backgrounds or colours on slides to keep interest high. 

· Use images to add punch and emphasis, but beware of making it "too cute." 

· Try building progressive slides or adding animation. 

· Scan in different backgrounds, such as nature scenes or photographs, to personalise slides. 

· Collect appropriate cartoons and intersperse with text. Noisy, laughing groups often work more effectively than sombre, quiet groups. 

· With overheads, place a clear transparency over the top and use coloured markers to highlight points when presenting. This will help focus attention and help retain knowledge. 

· Use a flip chart and make note of key discussion items during seminars and case presentations. 

· Writing keeps the presenter moving


Interactive learning 

During a lecture, if someone asks a question, throw it back to the group and ask for a show of hands for agreement. For example, "Interesting question, let's have a show of hands of those who agree" or "What do the rest of you think?" For large groups, you can include different coloured paper (balloons also work) in handouts for a colourful show of opinion. 

Quick role plays and exercises also work well, such as asking to write down responses to a series of questions, which are subsequently answered during the session. 

Intersperse slides or overheads of case vignettes with content slides. Ask participants to discuss a short case with the person sitting next to them for a minute, and then discuss answers as a large group. This is much more effective than asking for individual responses. It entails participation, which brings up energy in the room, and decreases individual anxiety. This can be done effectively with any number of participants, even at large conferences. 

Defending their corner 

Get participants moving. Designate areas of the room as "Agree," "Disagree," and "On the fence." Ask a provocative question and direct participants to move to the area that concurs with their opinion. Ask groups to debate in an attempt to get someone to "cross the floor." Depending on space, this can be done equally well with small and large groups and is especially effective during a session after lunch or dinner. 

Questions I have used in the past include: "If a woman confidentially discloses partner abuse to you as her general practitioner, you are bound to discharge her abusive partner from your practice because of conflicts of interest." or "Alcoholism is the result of poor lifestyle choices, which are always under the control of the individual." The discussions at these sessions are very energetic and also allow learners to defend and clarify their values. 

One last thing 

Sometimes you just get a flat group. You can make the identical presentation to a group of people with high energy and the session seems very alive. The same presentation with a group of quiet, reflective learners may seem flat in comparison. But because they are quiet does not mean they are bored or disinterested. In your evaluation include questions such as: "What could have made this presentation more of a learning experience for you?" or "I liked," "I learned," "I wish." These should guide your future sessions.
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