
Designing Effective Science Presentations

Narrative, Visual Aids, and Delivery Skills



There are three elements of a 

scientific presentation 
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Best piece of advice in science 

communication

Know your audience

Before planning your presentation, you should clearly define:

▪ Who is your target audience?  

▪ How do you want to impact your audience? 

▪ What will you need to do to help your audience understand 

and appreciate your talk?  



The three elements of a scientific 

presentation 

1. Structure/narrative

2.  Visual aids (slides)

3.  Delivery of the presentation



A good science talk is a good 

science story

A good scientific talk is just like any other good story, with 

a beginning, middle, and end  



Start your talk with the big picture



End your talk with the big picture



Inform your audience why they 

should care

• Explain how your research may inform the treatment or 

etiology of a medical disorder 

• Describe how your research topic fascinated you as a kid 

• Convey the applicability of your research to real-world 

challenges 

• Explain that an aspect of the universe seems strange and 

mysterious, but the work you are describing is revealing a 

newfound understanding



Immediately state your question/goal



Break up detailed information into chunks

The percentage of your 

audience paying attention will 

steadily decrease over time

Occasionally “come 

up for air,” during 

your presentation 

summarizing what 

you have said and 

asking if there are 

any questions 



Unite sections of a talk using

a “home slide”



Tell a story for each result

For every result (e.g. graph, table, chart), narrate a brief rationale, statement 

of methods, explanation, and conclusion, like the examples below: 

“Next, we wondered whether FOXO3 directly binds to the NPY promoter.  To test this 

hypothesis, we used a chromatin immunoprecipitation assay.  This assay involves 

using an antibody to bind to and purify a protein of interest (in this case, FOXO3), then 

uses PCR techniques to amplify any DNA that is bound to the protein.  We found that 

the NPY promoter was indeed bound to FOXO3, supporting our hypothesis that 

FOXO3 binds and interacts with the NPY promoter.”

“Now that we know that FOXO3 binds to the NPY promoter, we wanted to determine 

whether FOXO3 could directly activate transcription of the NPY gene.  To test this 

hypothesis, we used a luciferase assay.  This assay is used to determine whether a 

transcription factor (in this case, FOXO3), activates transcription of a gene by using a 

bright yellow luciferase gene reporter.  We found an increase in luciferase expression 

in conditions when FOXO3 was present compared to conditions when FOXO3 was 

absent , supporting our hypothesis that FOXO3 directly activates  NPY transcription.” 



Deliberately emphasize 1-3 

take-home messages



End your talk with a summary 

diagram



The three elements of a scientific 

presentation 

1. Structure/narrative

2.  Visual aids (slides)

3.  Delivery of the presentation



Choose slide backgrounds to 

optimize foreground content

• Use backgrounds that 

lack visual content

• Use a white slide 

background in a relatively 

small room (such as a 

small classroom) 

• Use a black slide 

background in a relatively 

large room (such as a 

large lecture room or 

presentation hall)



Add design instead of decoration



Use color wisely



Use a sans serif font



Ensure that all text is easy to read

• Use 18-36 pts font to be 

seen in the back of the 

presentation room

• Use smaller fonts for 

citations and footnotes

• All text should be visible 

from back row



Keep text on a slide to an 

absolute minimum



Use slide titles to make a point



Try to make only one point per slide



Use the best photos/images for talks



Use animation/slide transitions wisely

…..and sparingly



Strive for a simple slide layout

Slides that 

could use 

a good 

layout 

tune-up:

Too busy and 

overwhelming

Too random 

and chaotic

Too sparse and 

asymmetric (and a 

terrible use of a bullet)



Produce the easiest-to-read slides as possible

The old maxim “less is more” truly holds for slides



The three elements of a scientific 

presentation 

1. Structure/narrative

2.  Visual aids (slides)

3.  Delivery of the presentation



Rehearse and practice for a good 

delivery

Rehearse as much as possible 

• Deliver a mock presentation to an empty room 

while projecting slides on a screen

• Rehearse mentally: at your desk, while riding 

your bicycle in the shower, etc. 

• Rehearse however you feel most comfortable, 

just try to rehearse so that you know exactly what 

you will say and, importantly, how long it will take 

you to say it



Don’t use slides as presentation 

notes



Try to “be present” as much as 

possible



Prepare for inevitable nerves 

and anxiety

Practice & preparation are key!

Some tricks:

• Rehearse for the 5 min before your 

presentation begins 

• Memorize and rehearse the first 1-2 min of 

your talk most of all

• Walk around your presentation space  

• Bring a water bottle



Practice using technology

Know how to use your keyboard to control your presentation 

including all shortcuts

• Remember power 

cord and adapter

• Determine how to dim 

or turn off lights if 

necessary

• Bring a timer – phone 

or use presentation 

mode in PowerPoint

• Bring a Laser Pointer 

for traditional screens

• Use computer cursor 

for LED screens



Practice using a laser pointer

Use a laser pointer sparingly: 

• Don’t turn on the laser pointer 

until it is aimed at the screen 

• Never aim a laser pointer in the 

direction of the audience

• Don’t highlight text 

• Try to leave your pointer on for 

only a few seconds at most  

• Steady your hand if nervous and 

shaking

• Consider purchasing a remote 

slide advancer with laser pointer



Soliciting and answering audience 

questions

• Consider rephrasing the question in your own words 

before providing an answer

• Prepare for difficult questions from the audience

• Remain calm and project confidence

• Don’t be afraid to say “I don’t know,” while speculating 

on an answer

• Offer to talk with the questioner after the Q&A session is 

over
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Conclusion

Remember to have fun!

• Remember that designing science talks is an 

art form, and there is no such thing as “the 

perfect talk”

• The audience is on your side and wants you to 

do a great job 

• Each presentation you give is another 

evolution in your development as a presenter, 

and another experience to learn from for the 

future


