Background, Guidelines, Tips, and Just Plain Threats for 20-minute Presentations

 (from Beth Rigel Daugherty’s Guidelines for the 1995 Conference, Jeanne Dubino’s adaptation of them, and some minor revisions since)

Background:
The Virginia Woolf Conference Program Committee works hard each year to open the conference to a wide variety of voices, from academics to common readers, from undergraduates to full professors, from creative writers to critics. Each year, as the conference has become more well-known, the number of submissions has increased. To keep the conferences open to as many traditional and non-traditional approaches as possible, concurrent academic sessions are planned with three or four panelists presenting during each session.

More background:  The Virginia Woolf Conference Program Committee also works hard to encourage conversation, dialogue, and discussion, not lecture and note-taking (recall Woolf’s statement about the “vicious” practice of lecturing in Three Guineas). To that end, we schedule half-hour breaks between sessions, many opportunities for shared meals, and many coffee breaks and receptions. We also schedule 90-minute sessions with the idea that 30 minutes will be devoted to discussion. That means starting on time, spending very little time on introductions, and insisting that each presentation last no more than 20 minutes for three-person panels and 15 minutes for four-person panels.  

And yet a little more background:  Most of us have been to conference sessions in which the last speaker has two minutes to speak because the first speaker took 30. Most of us have been to conference sessions in which every minutes was filled with panelists reading their papers:  no discussion, no questions and answers, just 90 minutes of being read to. Most of us have complained about it! Yet when it comes time to present our own talks, we often do what we have observed. This must work something like fraternity initiations:  “If they did it to me, then I’m going to do it to the next bunch of audience members.” Or, “I worked hard on this paper. I deserve my time in the sun, and I’m going to take it.”


Now, if we’re going to stop this cycle, to change the way knowledge is shared at academic conferences, we have to do it, one by one by one. You cannot wait for someone else to change it.  You have to trim your presentation to 15 or 20 minutes in length. Your chair will thank you; the panelists presenting with you will thank you; your audience will thank you for the discussion time; and the Virginia Woolf Conference Program Committee will thank you. And maybe, just maybe, we can show others (and ourselves) that it can be done; we can be academic without being long-winded.


OK. So you’ve decided you really want to be part of a session that talks about the issues the panelists have presented. You have the best intentions in the world, but you really don’t know how to cut your paper or how to insure that your presentation is 20 minutes or less. So here are some tips.

1)  A good rule of thumb:  the proportion of pages to minutes is just a smidgen over one to two. In other words, a 20-minute presentation should be nine to ten pagels long, while a 15-minute presentation should be seven to eight pages long.  No more than eight. And that means a standard eight:  double-spaced (including the quotations!) with regular margins. Since most seminar papers are at least 15 pages long and many published papers are at least 20, most people must cut more than half their pages. Grit your teeth.
2)  Think about your audience; it has read Woolf. The first things you can cut are long quotations from Woolf’s work. If you plan to examine a passage closely in your presentation, pull the quotation out of your talk and give it to the audience in the form of a handout. That allows you to launch straight into your analysis without reading the quotation first. You can also briefly refer to famous passages in your talk and your audience will know them. If you are using more obscure passages, provide them in a handout.
3)  Think about your audience. Cut as much critical jargon as possible. If you cannot cut all of it, consider providing definitions, background information, and/or preliminary explanations in a handout rather than including such information in your presentation.
4)  Think about your audience. It has been attending sessions all day, trying to absorb all kinds of information. Present your ideas, no matter how complicated they are, in as simple a fashion as possible. If you just can’t stand to let go of all that complexity, put a copyright notice at the top of your full paper, bring copies to the conference, and distribute them to those who are interested. But keep your talk simple.
5)  Think about your audience. Change the written word into the spoken one. (You can change it back if publication becomes an option.) The most common mistake academic presenters make is that they really think they can just read their papers. They (and you) can’t! The typical academic paper is meant to be read silently, not easily heard and understood. Read your paper out loud to help you begin to cut it. Better yet, have someone else read it to you or to someone who doesn’t know the material. Where do listeners become puzzled and frown? Where are you losing people? Think about talking through your ideas with a friend, rather than preparing a lecture. Do all the things we advise students to do in their writing:  use short sentences and vary the length; get rid of passive verbs, heavy nominatives, and prepositional phrases; get rid of unnecessary words and filler phrases; choose the shorter word whenever you can. You have to become a ruthless editor, and I mean ruthless—all those wonderful adjectives you worked so hard to string together, all those lists, all those complex clauses. Written, gorgeous, academic, and wonderful—until it’s read out loud.
6)  You may want to abstract one key part of your paper to discuss in fuller detail, or you may want to cover several main points. In either case, make sure your talk highlights those main points and that you provide lots of cues. If you say you plan to state three main points, make sure you say “1, 2, and 3” to introduce each of them, and don’t throw in a fourth! Your audience will be impressed by your clarity. (Remember Speech 101? Tell ‘em what you’re gonna tell ‘em, tell ‘em, then tell ‘em what you told ‘em. Seems formulaic, but it works.)
7)  Once you’ve cut, once you’ve changed the written word into the oral, once you’ve shifted some material onto handouts, then what? Practice. Pack a kitchen timer, put it over in the window of your room, set it for 20 minutes, or 15 minutes, turn the other way, and address your audience. Do you get through before the timer goes off? Congratulations! If not, how much more did you have to read when the bell rang? That’s how much you still need to cut. Some people speed up a bit when they’re actually delivering a paper, but many of us slow down or stop and insert ad lib material as we go (bad move; also, using Power Point tends to add time, not subtract it). So it’s best to cut, cut, cut. You can always bring up some of the cut material in all that discussion time you’ve given yourself.
8)  Finally, relax. Yes, you’re reading a paper, but try to make it as much like talk as possible (think of Woolf’s conversational tone!). Share your good ideas, keep it simple, and don’t be afraid to look at us—we’re all very interested in what you have to say. After all, that’s why you’re on the program.
