How to give a good research talk

In general this paper is a useful resource for giving academic talks.  My only complaint, besides having to squint in response to the all-italics format of the text, is about one minor piece of advice: “it’s … rather condescending” to “hide most of [your] slide under a piece of paper, revealing it line by line.”  I think an audience would never interpret this as condescending.  It can be, after all, very useful to know that what you’re looking at is exactly what is being talked about.  Even six or seven “things” on a single slide could be enough to waste a bit of the audience’s comprehension-bandwidth before they settle on which one summarizes the current topic under discussion.

Furthermore, an audience would never see an attempt to focus their attention as condescending if condescension was not a part of the speaker’s attitude.  I think it is pretty much taken for granted that the speaker will have a better attention span on the talk’s topic than the audience, so each and every feature that narrows this gap is an important one.  

While I agree with the general idea that the slides should be made as invisible as possible, this is something that is just not always practical.  In my own case, I am very uncomfortable when giving presentations, and find that directing the audience’s focus to an inanimate object helps relieve my anxiety and thus improves my concentration.  Whether the audience’s focus is on a blackboard or a piece of paper moving down a slide, it is better if it is not on me and me alone.  In a sense, I am acknowledging that my talks may not make optimal use of the audience’s abilities of comprehension—but this is virtually the only way that they can be functional at all.  While such reductions in stimulus may make the talk somewhat more boring, they would not make the talk condescending, as the audience would probably understand that there are some insecurity issues at play.  And if my topic is something of sufficient interest to them, then surely as professionals they will try their best to get to the meat of the matter despite all distractions.

Gerhard’s advice

I have one very simple-minded question about the committee section of this document.  Do I get to choose my own committee to evaluate my thesis?  The fact that you said I should think about my committee would suggest an answer of yes, but I just wanted to make sure.

I read some other students’ comments about this document, and agreed with them about one piece of advice that I found very useful: “your advisor will not be willing to read arbitrary many drafts of >40 page documents.”  For me this really drove home what  a focused effort PhD work is because

1. it is very independent (which I already knew), and

2. if you want to get any outside assistance at all you must

a. be very organized about which milestones you wish to reach and by when, and

b. actually reach them so that you have something coherent to present to your advisor!

The final thing I would like to comment on is Gerhard’s emphasis on working in a symmetric relationship with your advisor.  In my experience this is immeasurably important because, as with anything in life, asymmetric relationships always become tiring for one or both parties.  If the advisor is constantly producing all of the novel ideas in the relationship, the student may begin to start questioning himself, “why do I bother?”  And the advisor will probably start to wonder about the usefulness to him of working with the student.  On the other hand, in the rare case that the student knows everything the advisor can possibly tell him, there is no reason (academically) for the relationship, so the student should find a new advisor.

Of course what Gerhard was emphasizing was the matter of interest in what the other has to say.  This of course has huge implications in the realm of networking.  Since part of doing graduate work is becoming part of a community, a student should find that having mutually interesting conversations with his advisor is a natural thing, or else one of his primary links to the community will never be fully realized.

My Favorite Resources
Wikipedia is definitely the academic resource online that I visit the most.  Its hyper-linked structure makes it extremely amenable to a meandering sort of idle exploration.  And its search engine is a very good one, often leading me directly to the topic I want to learn about.

IEEE digital libraries are very useful, too, though usually for more structured investigations.  At first it takes a lot of concentration to browse IEEE online “for fun,” but one benefit is that you quickly get used to the structure of academic papers, which both makes future reading easier and prepares you for writing papers of your own.  Its resources have the added advantage of being accurate.

