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Chapter 2: Effective and Ineffective 

Presentations 

 

“If passion drives you, let reason hold the reins.” 

-- Benjamin Franklin 

 

Presentation—the practice of showing or explaining the content of a topic to an audience or 

learner. (Thank you, Wikipedia.) 

Seems simple enough, right? 

Almost any person can open up and show or explain content to some degree. However, that does 

not make that content stick. Making it stick requires effective presentation. There are a wide 

variety of tools for effective presentation, and some of us use some of them, and others are called 

to use others. Some brave souls try to incorporate all of them into their work, and good on them. 

Listen to your gut, and follow what seems like a good fit for your particular presentation voice, 

style, and format. 

So, what are some of the ways and tools we can use to create effective presentations? 

 

Active Engagement 

Engagement can take a lot of forms, but boils down to getting our students and learners to 

engage in the material in an active manner. That means participation, involvement, and keeping 

passionate themselves. It is not enough for us, the presenters, to be passionate about our topics—

we need students engaged as well. The following are some tools for active engagement: 

Discussion 

 Before class: Having learners discuss the material with each other before they show up; 

assigning pre-course reading that will be discussed in class. 

 During class: Involving learners in discussions of the material that is being presented, 

having them share their own knowledge and insight, or giving them a chance to reframe 

the material in their own words. 

 After class: Online discussion groups, homework posted to forums, meeting later for 

follow-ups or special interest groups. 
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 Having learners each ask questions (providing notecards or other “silent“ options for shy 

students can be an option in class spaces that tend to be dominated by vocal minorities). 

 Having learners break off into small discussion groups and engage with each other on a 

topic, reporting highlights back to the larger class. 

 Pairing learners up to discuss topics for more intimate sharing. 

 Allowing time for active engagement, pausing for those who take a moment to raise their 

hands, and making sure to call on a wide variety of students, not just the same more vocal 

ones. 

Self-Reflection 

 Providing time for learners to fill out evaluations, take notes, or fill in participatory 

handouts, quizzes, or other tools. 

 Providing homework to continue work on their own, including encouraging learners to 

share the material with others in their own words. 

 Ask them to consider what this course means to them. 

 Probing into what students hope to get out of today’s class at the beginning, and 

following up again at the end. 

 Opening up a space to ask, “What further questions did you have for today’s class?“  

Relevance and Interactivity 

 How will this material matter to the learners in this room? 

 Having case studies that actually apply, as compared to abstract theory. 

 Encouraging learners to share their own examples when a topic is broached during a 

presentation. 

 Asking learners at the beginning of a presentation why they are in the room, thus being 

able to tailor needs to the individuals before us. 

 Using charged, relevant, or current topics to keep interest on points loaded with passion. 

 Creating space for moderated and controlled intellectual debates and arguments. 

 Creating projects where learners have to think “outside their opinion,“ presenting ideas 

other than their own normal reactions. 

 If it is a class with grades or a pass/fail, having students early on help determine what will 

make it a pass/fail or grade level, thus keeping them invested in the outcome. 

Investment of Presenter 

 Respecting learners as individuals. 

 Learning attendee names and pronouns and using them. 

 Appreciating learners’ individual skills, and helping them share those skills with the 

group. 

 Sharing relevant personal stories from your own life in a vulnerable way rather than a 

show-off/subjugation way. 

 Taking the time to see to the needs of the class, even if it means going slightly off course 

and coming back. 

 Attentiveness to where the class “needs“ to go. 
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 Eye contact and openness of spirit and energy. 

 Leaving your outside baggage outside the room, being present and fully invested in who 

is with you in the presentation. 

 Turning off your cell phone or other outside distractions. 

 Awareness of student body language and unspoken concerns. 

 

Again, not everyone is called to do all of these, but the more we can have our attendees and 

ourselves actively engage in the material and in the presentation itself, the more likely it will 

stick. In addition, students who are fully present in the room are more likely to want to stay 

present in that room. Getting them “here“ and “now“ can be done with the above systems, or also 

through breathing exercises, having groups shaking off outside stress, laughter, shared 

discomfort or joy… and more. 

 

Instructor Enthusiasm 

It’s simple—if you don’t care, why should they? 

Don’t get me wrong, keeping our enthusiasm up can be a drag, especially if this is the sixth time 

this month that you have taught this 101 course. Thus, before a class begins, I will spend time 

reminding myself why I was once enthusiastic about this topic. Is it fun? Did it change my life? 

Was it the look in my partner’s eyes when I opened up my spirit and shared my bliss for that first 

time? Consider keeping a journal of why you like a topic, so that on days when you feel burned 

out you can flip it open and have a list of reasons that this topic matters. 

Keep a beginner’s mind whenever possible. Pause and remember that first time and then carry 

that spark within you when you open your mouth and begin to share. That spark, blazing in your 

belly or throat, or radiating from your eyes, is contagious. Beginner’s mind also includes an 

openness to learn new things, even in the classes you teach. Never stop learning. 

Once you carry that enthusiasm within you, that passion, that charge, demonstrate it. Pause an 

extra moment when you recount a story and let your lips curl up on the edges in a smile, or if 

speaking on the injustices of the world, let your controlled rage show through with your body 

language and tone. If demonstrating physical skills, let some of your play or engagement style 

show—eyes closing softly for a moment, hands gripping in and out, and reframing your pose 

when doing demonstrations. 

Do not misconstrue mania for enthusiasm. Pacing is important. If your face smiles from ear to 

ear from start to stop, or you always talk a mile a minute, you are far more likely to be read as 

manic rather than passionate. There is a line. Consider pausing and breathing. Take a moment 
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and step outside yourself, or better yet, have a video or audio recording of your presentation. Are 

you coming across as excited, or possessed? 

Doing the things we teach and becoming reinvigorated by the doing is another way to pass on 

that enthusiasm. You know, by actually being enthusiastic about the topic. If you’ve been done 

with the subject matter for a while, either you have to develop higher skills as a thespian, or it 

will show to your students that the topic just doesn’t matter that much. If it doesn’t matter to you, 

it is unlikely it will matter to them.  

In fact, it can be worse than that. We have influence on our learners, often an unexpected 

profound influence. I have talked to students who considered ending their specific relationship 

because a burnt-out educator on the topic of relationship dynamics said that all relationships like 

theirs were doomed to end after four years. Likely, the instructor had just had a major break-up, 

but it affected their students deeply. They thought, “If my instructor says this is impossible, it 

must be.” Own your drama, and keep an awareness of it—our underlying enthusiasm for our 

own suffering and pain carries onto our students as well. 

 

Knowledge 

You don’t need to know every detail of a topic to have knowledge worth sharing on that topic. 

You likely know a lot more than you think you do. People came to see not just the subject 

matter, but what you have to say about it. Thus, even if folks have seen eight other presentations 

on cultural activism, yours will be unique. Your knowledge on the topic may reach a student in a 

different way than the eight others who came before, even if you are sharing the same, or less, 

material. 

When you step into the front of the room, or get clipped into that microphone, or start asking the 

questions in a discussion group, eyes are on you. Learners need someone to turn to for 

information, someone to believe in, if only for one hour. Your confidence in what you know, or 

forthrightness of where your knowledge core comes from, gives them a framework for that 

belief, a structure upon which to drape their learning journey. 

Where does your knowledge come from? Academic research? Journals, articles, and blogs? 

Personal experiences? Unverified Personal Gnosis (UPG) and download from higher powers? 

Anecdotal evidence? Sharing where our knowledge came from can be a useful tool for some 

folks if done in moderation.  

Sometimes citations can go too far. If every single sentence you speak starts with “So-and-so 

said,“ are you still providing a clear linguistic field for your learners to hear the information? 
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Likely they will feel like they are reading a paper rather than engaging with a live presenter. 

What *you* have to say on the topic matters, too. 

If you are borrowing from a few primary sources, have you shared those sources? There is a fine 

line between sounding like you are only copying another, and giving honor and credit where 

honor and credit are due, but it is important. Also, if you are borrowing material from 

unpublished sources, does that source know you are using their material? I have walked into 

classrooms and seen large segments of my own classes that I spent months developing and years 

refining being recited word for word by others. At least a mention that the information came 

from the following source(s) is a start, but other times it is still plagiarism. Don’t tell folks that 

essay is yours when it’s not, and that includes lies of omission—of letting others keep believing 

it is yours and choosing not to correct them.  

Before you debut a class (or if it has been a while since you did so), go back and check your 

knowledge. Review the books you read that in. Talk to peers in your field about the topic. Flip 

through your journals where you took notes as a learner yourself. Practice that skill. Look up the 

newest statistics on the topic. Taking the extra few minutes to look again before you teach can 

save you from embarrassing misquotations or dissemination of false information. 

Sometimes we do misquote though, or accidentally disseminate false information. Own it and get 

the new information out. It is okay to send out updates with links to the actual findings without 

sounding like you are deeply and continuously apologetic or uninformed.  

Be aware that when we share information with the world, it takes on a life of its own. I have had 

folks quote material I said eight years ago as if it were the Gospel, even though I have obtained 

new information since then that showed I was not completely accurate in my initial classes on a 

topic. Breathe, and share lovingly the new information. “But you said…“ has come back in my 

face. I know I said that, but look at this exciting new information… could you help me pass on 

this new information? I breathe, stay composed in public as much as possible, and if necessary, 

apologize for inconveniences my initial information may have caused.  

Presenters are learners, too. We get new information, and in turn, make new decisions. Sharing 

that new information with the world can help others make new decisions for themselves as well. 

We do not, however, have control over what those decisions are, or what will happen to our 

knowledge once it leaves the room. Each mind our knowledge and wisdom encounters will filter 

and reprocess that information. We may get misquoted or misunderstood. In Chapter 6 we will 

look at ways to be less often misunderstood or misheard, but they are not guarantees. 

Sometimes, it happens. And sometimes, we are the ones misunderstanding or having misheard. 

Consider learning some skills for forgiving yourself when these moments happen. 
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Clear Structures and Frameworks 

When we begin building our courses, think of them as building a house. If there are too many 

joists or too much framework done, there is no space to run the electricity and pipes behind the 

walls. Too little, and the walls will collapse under the weight of the house. The type of house we 

are building will determine the amount of framing needed. 

As you build your course, ask yourself if you have a framework to hang the learning on. Having 

one is important for effective presentations, but so is having the right one for your unique voice 

and the content in hand. 

 Is the framework too firm?  

Will you have the freedom to move around within it, and roll with the punches or 

unexpected joys the audience throws at you? The number of times I have written myself 

into a corner is pretty staggering! Once, when stuck in a lecture format I could not find a 

way out of, I had a meltdown in front of a packed house so that I could literally melt the 

framework and have us then re-gather and start again as a discussion group. Sometimes a 

brick house is nice to work in, but other times the mobility of a tent can be better for our 

work. 

 

 Is the framework not firm enough?  

You ask a question of the room. The students sit there, blinking, wondering when you 

will start the presentation, assuming it was a rhetorical question. If we don’t have an idea 

of what we might discuss, suddenly there is an entire classroom full of unhappy folks 

who wonder why they wasted their time. Completely open frameworks, or un-conference 

structures, can be amazing as long as there is a community of learners who know to bring 

their own passions, vision, and sharing with them to the experience. This takes training 

and forewarning of that community. Springing this on a new group may be met with 

mixed results. 

 

 Do you get lost in the structure?  

Sometimes we build an elaborate structure, then we get lost. What page was that on the 

notes? Look at your capacity for organization and keeping things straight. Will you be 

better served by a few notecards, or a sixteen page script? 

Whatever the framework, having that structure is key. As we define our educational goals as to 

what we hope to achieve in the coursework (what do we want our students to take home), 

sometimes that structure will make itself clear. What do you want folks to walk away from your 

presentation with? Consider keeping the goals small and easily definable. 

 Learners will be able to explain the difference between these core five concepts. 

 Every attendee will be able to master three basic physical skills. 

 Students will be able to show competency in one complex concept. 

 Conference-goers will be able to explain in their own words their own philosophy on the 

topic in an essay or group share. 
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 …what are your goals for this course? 

Many people look at frameworks and structures in the light of considering limits. Hard limits are 

often seen as a way of saying, “Here we will not go“ and soft limits are, “Go here with a giant 

caution sign.“ Instead, consider frameworks as a way of building a paddock around a yard: it lets 

a filly know how far she can run afield safely, protected within the paddock (Thank you, Mollena 

Williams.). If learners have an idea of the scope of where they can freely explore, they are more 

likely to jump, run, and bound about because they feel safe. Frameworks allow for that secure 

base from which we can leap off into adventure, together. 

By having a framework that can hold our content and plan, but that is flexible enough to modify 

to work with the students in front of us, we are more likely to present an effective presentation. 

Remember, we are teaching students, not just material. That means teaching the specific students 

in front of us, as well as understanding their specific needs. We need to understand these needs 

to best deliver our structure and framework. 

 

Understanding Audience Needs 

Though we will discuss this further in Chapter 4, part of effective presentations is the audience 

itself—who they are, and what their needs are. We must have an awareness of who is in front of 

us to provide an effective presentation for them. They are not just generic students, they are 

individual people who are coming to this work from individual places, and together they are a 

specific group collective mentality and awareness.  

  

Why are they here? 

Students who have to be there learn differently that students who are passionate about a topic and 

paid top dollar to be there (Keeping in mind that what is top dollar is entirely subjective. Five 

dollars can be a lot to a street punk, taking a weeknight to come out a huge deal to a single 

parent). Asking, “What made you want to come to this course?“ will also help figure out how 

your class description was read, or in the case of large conferences, if they even read the 

description… or if they just saw the three word title in the pocket program.  

I have had students think they were coming to a singles and romance mixer when I was leading 

them on an intentional hike at a beautiful property in Maryland. How did that happen? Because 

my full title was “Falling in Love with the Land: A Mindfulness Hike,“ and was shortened to 

“Falling in Love Hike“ in the schedule. Whoops. 
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How much experience do they have with this topic? 

We all make assumptions. That does not make us bad people. However, when we make 

assumptions that students know something that we consider a prerequisite knowledge for the 

presentation, we can lose them. The reverse is true as well. Students who “know all that already“ 

can be easily bored, disengage from the coursework, and become distractions in class. 

If there are prerequisites, how are learners to know that? Do you spell it out in the course 

description? Ask questions at the top of the class? Perhaps asking how many of them had done 

this activity before, laying out a series of levels of experience. Focus on the median level of 

experience, but provide examples in the class that would be of use to higher and lower 

experience level students. You can then adjust what you cover in the course accordingly. 

In advanced curriculum classes, sometimes “playing to the lowest common denominator“ is 

cheating advanced students out of what they signed up for. We have choices as educators in 

classes that have prelisted prerequisites. Do we ask those without the requirements to remain 

silent, bearing witness only? Do we ask them to leave? Do we speed-review and introduce them 

to the concepts, simultaneously introducing the language we will be using to our advanced 

students? 

Do not make assumptions on student experience based on wardrobe, accent, or what they 

brought with them into the room. Just because someone has a beautiful drum does not mean they 

know how to use it.  

If someone knows how to use that drum, that does not mean they have any notion of how to 

drum like you do. In fact, teaching an experienced student who thinks they “know better“ can be 

more challenging than someone who is a blank slate. Blank slates and novice students have not 

built up bad habits you have to help them break themselves of. 

Why do they want this information? Those in attendance who are curious bystanders will likely 

participate in a different manner than those who are training to become professionals in your 

field. 

 

Is this part of a curriculum, or does it stand alone? 

Understanding the context of where and how your attendees are learning will influence the 

design of effective presentations. Will this be the sixth class of the day on the third day of an 

action-packed conference? Is your course a foundational piece for a series of classes to come?  

If it is at an event, what is the theme of that event? A transgender awareness course will need to 

look and flow differently at an academic weekend for psychotherapists and councilors than at a 

retreat for couples facing challenges in their daily lives.  
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How do the attendees know each other?  

Have the students met before? If so, what are the group interactions? We will not always have 

this answer before we come into a room, but looking around and seeing that one person is clearly 

avoiding another who is subtly following them around a room may point out that assigning those 

two to work together is a poor choice. When we come in as outsiders, we can sometimes forget 

that the community was there before we got there—and will have to function after we leave. 

What will the interaction dynamics be between population types? Is their historical drama in this 

community to contend with? If that is a possibility, what is your plan before you begin? 

Oftentimes students blow me away by getting along far better than I thought, but some 

awareness of potential challenges is useful. 

Do the students have a shared experience? Are they all Christian? All attended your last 

intensive weekend? All have partners who are HIV+? All have experienced some form of 

discrimination? Capitalizing on shared experience, without assuming identical experiences, can 

help shape comfortable settings for sharing personal journeys. 

What do other locals teach on your topic? Are they pre-biased to a certain way of approaching 

the topic? Will the local teacher be in the room? Will folks feel comfortable going a new route or 

sharing their experiences around the alternate route with that person in the room?  

 

What is their cultural context? 

We each have our own cultural context and linguistic habits and styles based on our history and 

journey. When we are working with learners, however, it is important to have an awareness of 

what their cultural context and linguistic habits are when creating effective presentations. 

What region of the world are you in? There are dramatic regional language differences within the 

English speaking world. Slang is especially tricky. “Fanny“ means rear end on the West Coast of 

the USA (e.g. fanny pack), while in England it translates as vulva or female genital region. This 

can lead to comedy or tragedy. 

What sub-community are you in? In the world of technology, CBT stands for Computer Based 

Training, while in psychotherapy it stands for Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. This is an even a 

hilarious initialism in other sub-communities. If in doubt, when introducing a slang term or 

shorthand (especially to mixed populations), consider offering a definition of how you are using 

that term today. 

What is the cultural/religious/ethnic/demographic makeup of your population? This is especially 

important to consider when planning the types of stories you will share, humor used, and 
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examples given. Will people get the jokes? Do they know what “Rumshpringa“ means? Or 

worse, will your attempt at humor or colloquialisms cause offense and emotional trauma? 

What level of formality is appropriate to this group? I taught at a conference in a three-piece suit 

once, and was informed I did not “know what I was talking about“ because I was perceived by 

the punk audience as an outsider. Will swear words endear them, or alienate them? Is it best to 

introduce myself as “Mr. Harrington“ or “Lee?“  

To quote Ruby and the Android Sisters (and through them, invoke Robert Anton Wilson), in 

their song “Treasure Wizards“ : 

 

This is Angel, this is Angel, we are the Android Sisters. What is your Question? 

All of reality exists in our minds, is that true? 

What is your Intelligence Rating? 

I am classified as a 5.55555. 

You understand that we only speak to you on the level that you can comprehend? 

I appreciate that. 

For those of you watching out there, adjust your IT rating to 5.5555. 

 

Speak to your audience’s language, rather than yours, whenever possible. This may require 

cross-cultural training. However, don’t just use their slang or code words just to look cool—you 

are likely to come across as not just an outsider, but an ignorant and potentially offensive one. If 

you do not have cross-cultural training or experience, explaining your own context at the start of 

a presentation can allow the audience to adjust their minds to hearing your language and message 

appropriately.  

 

Variety of Stimuli and Teaching Styles 

Mix it up with alternative input! Use of visual aids, movement, props, movies, audio, and more 

can help keep students interacting and involved. 

Pay attention to different people in the audience. Try to make eye contact or some other form of 

energetic connection with each person in the room, at a level comfortable to each of you. 

Break the fourth wall. Go out into the audience, change the direction of teaching, shake hands, 

interact in a way other than being a talking head behind a podium on stage. Include students in 

your interpersonal space (as appropriate). 
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Go back and look at the Types of Intelligence list back in “Your Unique Voice.“ Are you doing 

stuff for different types of student intelligence? Consider a mix of visual, auditory, and 

kinesthetic input. 

Thus, some of the five key points in creating an effective presentation that we addressed are: 

 Active Engagement 

 Instructor Enthusiasm 

 Knowledge 

 Clear Structures and Frameworks 

 Understanding Audience Needs 

Are you taking all five into consideration in your presentations? 

What can you do to build up all five and make your own presentations more effective? 

What other tools do you use within each of these five points? 

What habits or behaviors have you seen in classes that you have attended that made the 

presentation more effective for you? 

 

Ineffective Presentations 

We’ve all been to them. Presentations, classes, workshops, sermons, and discussions that have us 

counting the seconds until we can leave. In some cases, that have made us angry, frustrated, or 

bored out of our minds. So, what are some of the common themes of the things that have just not 

done it for us? 

 

Unprepared 

When presenters are unprepared it shows. Some examples of being unprepared include: 

 Physically/ Logistically: leaving stuff at home, fumbling through notes, running late, 

running over, no clock/time awareness, lack of handouts/tools/props, technology failures 

 Emotionally: on verge of tears, angry, upset, frustrated, taking it out on students, 

unstable, erratic 

 Mentally/ Psychologically: forgetful, lack of structure, constant apology, explaining 

personal life excuses, not owning strength/capacity 

 Energetically: drained, feeding energetically off students, demanding students to teach 

the class 
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Poor Engagement 

If your audience cannot tap into your energy and presence, how can they truly hear and 

understand what you have to say? Consider whether you as a presenter, or presenters you have 

had challenges with, engage in any of the following behaviors: 

 Monotone presence/voice: same body pose and tone all the way through 

 Poor body language: back to audience, face covered 

 Mumbling 

 Boring 

 Instructor unhappy/complaining about the topic 

 Manic/unable to focus on room 

 Not connecting with audience/understanding who they are and their needs 

 Single type of learning style (e.g. no visuals) 

 Unbalanced distribution of learning styles 

 Poor room layout 

 Uncomfortable space (temperature, chairs, crowdedness, emptiness of space—for 

example, five people in a ballroom-size class space) 

 

Rudeness and Sleaziness 

Respect is required in all directions for effective education to take place. Some of the 

possibilities of how individuals can be rude or sleazy are: 

 Speaking “down“ to an audience or “over their heads“  

 Offensive to audience (intentional or unintentional) 

 Being lecherous 

 Over-attentiveness to one student or a small handful of students 

 Ignoring specific students 

 Intimidation or belittling 

 Turning demonstrations into scenes without warning to audience/bottom 

 Crass use of language 

 

Lack of Follow-Through 

We all make promises, intentionally and unintentionally. Our class descriptions are one place we 

make these commitments, but so are comments like “We’ll get back to that.“ Some forms of lack 

of follow-through are: 

 Not delivering on commitments laid out in descriptions 

 Going on tangents 

 Staying off topic for extended periods 
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 Loss of control of the room 

 Drifting off energetically 

 Dumbing down of topics 

 Not having basic knowledge of topic speaking on 

 Lying on credentials or material 

 Making material up 

What habits or behaviors have you seen in classes that you have attended that made the 

presentation less effective than it could have been? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By knowing what does not work for us, we have a chance to examine whether those things did 

not work for us as individuals, or whether, like many of the above, they are things that we as 

presenters should avoid. Sometimes we learn just as much from bad examples as from good 

ones. That is not to say that we are bad people if we do or have done any of the above. These are 

simply awareness points of things that some students have complained about over the years.  

If we know we are prone towards something that contributes to ineffective presentations, take a 

long hard look at it. Why is it there? What purpose is it serving for you? Where did you develop 

that habit? What steps can you take to reduce its appearance in your work or minimize its impact 

on students? 

Now that we are aware of the good, the bad, and in some cases the ugly, it’s time to prepare to 

present! 
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