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Abstract 
Oral presentations can be an excellent way for students to put the vocabulary they 
have learned throughout the year to use. However, if they are not organized carefully 
the benefits can be minimal. This paper gives practical suggestions not only on how 
to prepare for oral presentations but also on how to follow them up so that students 
retain the wealth of vocabulary that they have learned. 

introduction 

I t was an end-of-the-year teachers' meeting, with something of the feeling 
of a wrap party after a film. Instead of a paste-up of out-takes, we had our 

recollections of our students' best bloopers: an earnest discourse on 'sweet drugs' 
(Ia medecine douce); and a thorough explanation of the domestic lives of wolves 
and their 'poops.' I was also reminded of a student whose lack of discrimination 
between the phonemes lei and lei! made a mishmash of her talk on scuba diving, 
with all its equipment of weights and wet suits; and another, whose perfectly clear 
pronunciation of 'agility' (her subject was trained dogs) was somehow heard as 
'ability' by more than half the class. 

We were, then, speaking mainly about those errors and misunderstandings which 
emerged during the course of oral presentations; and our discussion gave rise to 
a number of questions, including that of whether such presentations are useful or 
desirable for lower-level students. 

Their advantages are undeniable. They give the speaker an opportunity to practise 
oral expression with a reassuring period of preparation. They give die other 
students listening practice. For our classes (licence and maitrise-level students in 
cellular biology) they anticipate the probable necessity, in their professional lives, 
of speaking at conferences and congresses. For students information continue, of 
course, the need is frequently absolute and immediate. 

And yet the drawbacks are plain. The non-speaking students may tune out, 
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figuring that, for the moment at least, they are not being graded. (This reaction 
seems especially acute in low-level groups, where more students are shy about 
asking questions and revealing what they don't understand.) Some may feel 
that they are not learning anything new, only watching their classmates being 
evaluated. And when they are attentive, another pitfall awaits: the speaker may 
model bad pronunciation (this is especially dangerous in a monolingual class, 
where everyone is likely to mispronounce in the same way) as well as faulty 
grammar and lexis. To correct everything after (never during) the presentation is 
inefficient; it could take as long as the talk itself. 

What to do? 

Several good suggestions have been made, in this last meeting and others, 
and I would like to try to assemble them here. I don't think that we need 
give up on oral presentations, even at elementary level, but I do believe 
that we need to think more carefully, and creatively, about how to manage 
them. Some key ideas: 

Keep it concise 
Ten minutes is a good limit for most levels, or even five for false beginners. Almost 
all will overshoot the limit rather than falling short. One good tactic is to have 
students submit an outline ahead of time, which you can edit for length as well as 
errors. If they go over the limit while speaking, you can intervene gently, and give 
them one or two minutes more to summarize and conclude. 

Keep it coherent 
Here again the written outline will come into play: you may suggest cuts, 
additions or reorganizations. This sort of overall planning will help them learn to 
structure their written work as well. 

Keep it clear 
In the presentation of a new topic, there will necessarily be new, often technical, 
vocabulary. The student can prepare a list of terms and hand it in for correction 
at the same time as his outline. This list can then be photocopied and distributed, 
or, if short, simply written up on the board, at which time the speaker can give 
translations or, preferably, definitions, and model pronunciation. 
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Keep it comprehensible 

It follows that the speaker will need an opportunity to confirm the pronunciation 
of the words on his list. I like to give an introduction to the phonetic alphabet at 
this point, just enough to get the students used to seeing it, and take away some of 
the anxiety that its foreign appearance inspires. Afterwards, each student can look 
up his or her list of words in the dictionary, copy the phonetic transcription, and, 
in brief one-on-one sessions with the teacher, pronounce the words and receive 
corrections. (Many thanks to Natalie Riddick at Langues et Affaires for starting 
this list of "c's" for a successful presentation.) 

Beyond the help that you can give the students in these areas, you need to 
find ways to do the following: 

Make it communicative 
When the students first choose their topics, they can be asked, in class or as 
homework, to describe them in one paragraph. These descriptions can then 
be passed around the class, with each student writing at least one question 
that he or she would like to have answered during the talk. This is helpful 
because it gives the audience an idea of what is to come, and a motivation to 
listen. To the speaker, it gives some ideas of the directions to take in his or 
her own research and preparation. 

During the presentation, you should make notes not only for marking, but also for 
use with the class afterwards. You should therefore note content as well as errors. 
Then, if the student has not prepared discussion questions (which is another 
good technique), you may ask questions, either informational (to test listening 
comprehension) or open-ended (to elicit discussion). 

In order to reverse the usual T-q / S-a format, you may wish to have a game of 
Jeopardy. Dictate some answers to the students, based on information from the 
talk, and let them work in pairs to try to find the questions. The dictation is in itself 
a good pedagogical tool, particularly if you target problem areas such as dates 
or measures. And the find-the-questions process will revise such hetes noires as 
'how much/many,' 'how often,' and 'how long.' 
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language Work 
Having noted new and useful lexis used in the talk (whether correctly or 
incorrectly), you can dictate a list of these words and expressions to the class in 
Ll (provided, of course, that you have a monolingual class). They must then work 
in pairs to find or remember the English equivalent. Obviously, this vocabulary 
must not be on their lists, or else they must put them away first, and then try 
to recall the items. Afterwards, you can elicit correct answers and put them 
on the board. I find this technique is particularly good with the general sort 
of linking words and expressions that everybody needs ('in addition,' 'for 
example,' 'however,' 'in conclusion'), and for false friends. For the latter, 
you can make the distinction clear by using minimal pairs, e.g. 'un probleme 
economique'/'une voiture economique.' 

You may want to keep some of the items on your list to use in other vocabulary 
games like Password, Taboo and noughts-and-crosses; but if you hold these 
activities during a subsequent class, you will still have to revise the words 
briefly on the same day as the presentation, or else they will be lost in 
the meantime. 

The dictation method may also be used to revise points of grammar. If, for 
example, the speaker has said, 'since a long time,' you will dictate 'depuis 
longtemps,' and let them work in pairs to find the correct translation. Or you 
may dictate the mistakes, in English, which they will then correct. Be careful 
of this if the mistakes are numerous, and the speaker is vulnerable. The Ll 
dictation method is less touchy, because you can use the speaker's correct 
utterances as well as his or her errors. 

Pronunciation can also benefit from a quick revision after the expose. Put a 
few key words or phrases from it on the board in phonetic transcription, and 
let the students decode them. If they are not yet quick at doing this, give it as a 
homework task. Sidestepping the phonetic alphabet, you can write up a group 
of words from which they must find rhymes (,height/white,' 'weight/great') or 
else find the odd man out according to vowel sound ('one' - 'come' - 'home' -
'pup'). Here, try to use just one new item from the presentation at a time, mixed 
in with words they already know. 
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An attentive audience 

Make them critics 
Another way to keep the audience attentive is to ask them to evaluate the speaker 
in terms bf clarity, concision and coherence, and to explain their answers. 
Students are usually very kind with one another at this point. I would not use 
this technique at the beginning of the series of presentations if the first student 
were particularly shy, but then, the shyest students rarely volunteer to speak first. 
It works better after everyone has got used to the rhythm of the talks; in fact, 
it's a good way to vary the routine. 

Make it count 
No matter what other carrots we may offer, we cannot ignore the largest one: 
the end-of-term grade. If you give a mark for oral participation, emphasize that 
you will be marking everyone on presentation days, and not only the designated 
speaker. You can ask information questions after the talk, or call for short oral 
summaries of what has been said. Written summaries, with commentaries, may be 
assigned for homework: for example, ask students to write about the presentation 
that interested them most, and why. This last is an excellent way to round off the 
activity, as it gives the students an opportunity for revision and writing practice, 
and the teacher some valuable feedback about the students' interest in, and 
understanding of, the talks given. 

Conclusion 

In fact, we can see the activity of oral presentations as a sort of multiple feedback 
loop. It should not be a one-way process with one student transmitting information 
to the class while the teacher, off to the· side, rates his performance. Instead, 
communication should flow back and forth between speaker and class, speaker 
and teacher, teacher and class, and possibly even within the class (as during 
follow-up pair work activities). Guiding this flow demands a real investment 
of energy from the teacher, but, done well, I believe that it can be· one of 
our liveliest pedagogical arts. 
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