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Talking about Talks and a Paper about Papers 
 

©   Nigel R. Franks, Biology, University of Bristol 
 
The secret of giving a good talk and writing a good paper is knowing what to leave out. This 
doesn’t mean that you should indulge in intellectual dishonesty or hide any facts. It means ‘keep it 
as simple as possible’. 
 

Talks and papers have much in common. They should both tell a story and hence both 
should have a beginning, a middle and an end. Indeed, to use my well-worn metaphor, both 
should be shaped like two spout-together funnels. In other words, both papers and talks should 
begin broadly with the big issue that you are going to resolve and end with the big issue you have 
resolved. Indeed,  start by making the reader, or the audience, an offer they can’t refuse.  This is 
not a “Don Corleone*” threat, rather it is a promise of something good.  (*Are you too young to 
have seen the Godfather films? – hey ho!) 
 

You need to hook them with an idea no intelligent person can resist. The funnel shape of 
the Introduction should take the viewer, or the reader, as smoothly and quickly as possible to the 
Methods section and ideally such an Introduction should end by stating the hypotheses that you 
are going to test. Thus, an ideal Introduction moves smoothly from the big idea to the specific 
hypothesis in such a way that the viewer, or reader, will say to themselves ‘Yes, this is great and 
that is exactly the experiment that I would like to see performed!’  Do not put “Discussion” into the 
Introduction. Make the Introduction as short as possible subject to achieving the recommended 
smooth funnel shape.  

 
The Methods and Results sections are the nitty-gritty and consist of a simple narrative.  
 
The Discussion should begin with an exciting statement of what you found out and should 

end, so as not to short-change the reader, or the viewer, as broadly as the Introduction began. 
This scheme should, therefore, produce a beautifully balanced hour-glass-shaped presentation. 
 

The best way to write a paper or prepare a talk is to work from the middle outwards. 
Decide upon the smallest number of clear graphs and tables that will be the subject of the 
sandwich. Once you have done this, write the Results and then write the Methods and then write 
the Introduction and then write the Discussion and then write the Abstract and then write the 
Bibliography. Then put it on one side for as long as possible and re-edit it with a fresh mind. Good 
writing always lies in the re-writing. And you need to be fresh to see your own errors and hence 
you need to prepare important documents well before any external deadline. Remember, papers 
are never end points. They are always progress reports. 
 

Use short sentences and short paragraphs. (Good example, don’t you think?) 
 

There is a speed-reading technique in which you just read the first and last line of each 
paragraph. Check that your paper is written so that this works. This shows that the structure of 
each paragraph is correct.  For paragraphs, sections and whole documents and presentations – 
the start and end always have the potential to have most impact. Do not waste this principle.  
 

If you are giving a talk or writing a paper, don’t be too nervous about it. If you are writing 
the right research paper and giving the correct research talk you will indeed know more about 
the subject than anyone else on the planet.  So let this be a cross check that you are delivering 
the right goods.  
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Be bold, be enthusiastic and remember if you worked with me, you are the bees’ knees 
and the ants’ antennae, or you would not have had the privilege of working with me. So flaunt it!  

 I am actually an engagingly modest person – who respects modesty, I write the above 
simply to illustrate the point about being BOLD.  Here, we need people to take notice.  
 
 
 

Some other pointers about talks 
 

• Tell them what you are going to tell them, tell them, and then tell them what you have told 
them. 

• Use Powerpoint. 

• Make each slide a separate idea that you present to the audience. 
• Don’t use patterned backgrounds. 

• Be sure to use opposing colours with high contrast.  You can use, for example, black on 
white or white on black or yellow lettering on a blue background. 

• Use a simple bold font like Arial. 
• Use the biggest font you possibly can. 

• Don’t use animation. 

• Don’t use too many metaphors. (I should talk... )   

• Do use illustrations to tell the tale. 
• Remember, in every audience there is someone with English as their second language. 

• A good talk could be so pictorial that somebody with not a word of your language could 
follow the storyline much as you could follow the plot of a Japanese comic book. 

• Indeed each slide should be so graphic that even seen at a distance you know what it is 
saying – postage stamps do this to perfection.  

• Make every word count. A BBC newsreader deploys 100 words a minute and you should 
speak at a lower rate. Thus in a 10 minute talk, you only have 1000 words. Try to use 
many fewer. 

• Use short simple sentences of the form ‘This is a big ant.’ 
• In a short talk of 10 or 15 minutes, probably the best you can achieve is to equip the 

audience with a single clear take-home message. 

• Thus begin by working out what this message is and plan from there. 

• Practice your talk out load at least 5 times.  

• Never run over time – it simply shows incompetence! 
• Think of the talk as a piece of music – i.e. think of the tempo and the rhythm before you 

begin. 

• Learn that rhythm so that your talk will always finish at the allotted time. 

• Don’t switch off when you have finished talking. 
• Keep focused for the questions. 

• If you don’t understand a question – play for time – ask to have it repeated. 

• If this does not help say  “Wow, great idea – let’s chat over coffee!” 

• Don’t be nervous about being nervous. 
• If you follow all the above advice – even on the worst day you can’t fail to get  8 out of 10 

for a great talk. 

• And being a bit nervous shows you care and an audience will respond to and respect you 
for this. They will be on your side. 

• Woo your audience – make eye contact – learn to charm them into the palm of your 
hand.  

 

 


