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“Speaking About Science:  Navigating Long Talks” – a 
Workshop on Public Speaking Led by Scott Morgan
By Kevin Francis

How many of us haven’t given a 60-minute presentation at some point 
during our scientific careers?  Since we have almost all presumably survived 
dissertation proposals and defenses, not to mention lab meetings, data talks, 
and the occasional conference presentation, I would be shocked if more than 
a handful of people reading this have not given a long talk.  That being said, 
we should all be experts in giving presentations, right?  Not so fast, my friend!  
According to public speaking coach and author Scott Morgan, even the best 
scientists and most skilled presenters still have a lot to learn.

Mr. Morgan is a renowned public speaking coach for the government, 
academy, and private organizations, including various institutes within NIH, 
Duke University, and commercial giants IBM and Merck Pharmaceuticals.  He 
is the director of the Morgan Group, an organization devoted to improving 
public speaking, interviewing for the press, and film production for a variety of 
organizations and topics.  His expertise in public speaking and communication 
skills also led him to co-author the book, Speaking about Science.  From the 
onset of the workshop, Mr. Morgan’s passion for improving scientists’ public 
speaking was apparent. 

The workshop began with the following question to the attendees:  what 
makes a good scientific talk?  Answers immediately began flying around the 
room.  Engaged speaker, eye contact with the audience, nice visuals and, my 
favorite, a presentation that ends early were ideas all tossed about around the 
room.  As you would expect, the principles underlying what makes a “good” 
versus a “bad” presentation are largely universal and independent of the 
scientific topic.  

According to Mr. Morgan, any presentation can be broken down into a few 
core principles and how we, as presenters, approach these principles will 
determine how we are perceived by our audience.  Imagine breaking your 
presentation down into an hourglass, a broad introduction creating “common 
ground” with the audience, narrowing to the main question of the talk, an 
expanded middle supporting the main question, narrowing to a take home 
message and an expanded resolution.  Possibly the most important concept 
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(continued from page 1)

of these is finding common ground with 
your audience, a potential challenge since it 
will vary based on your audience.  However, 
common ground is obviously critical to 
connecting with your audience, an absolutely 
crucial concept when job talks come your 
way.  When preparing your presentation, Mr. 
Morgan suggested asking yourself, “What are 
the relevant scientific issues I share with this 
audience?”  Without establishing common 
ground, your audience will likely quickly lose 
interest and ask themselves, “Why am I here 
again?”  Within the data portion of the talk, 
every presentation should contain a “money 
slide,” which contains the most important and 
memorable data.  According to Mr. Morgan, 
your exit line, otherwise called your “exit 
strategy,” should be a well-planned thought to 
leave a lasting impression on your audience.  

Some nice tips Mr. Morgan gave for improving 
a presentation visually included using pictures 
or images in place of text whenever possible, 
eliminating verbs from slide text, using a 
less-specific title than we would normally 
and introducing the next slide makes you 
look brilliant—giving the impression that the 

presenter is extremely well-prepared!    

The workshop concluded with a discussion 
regarding where scientific talks usually fall short.  
Mr. Morgan suggests the following are the five 
essential elements of a great scientific talk:  

» establishing personal communication with 
an audience

» establishing a memorable single theme
» forming common ground
» using vivid examples to illustrate your 

thoughts
» demonstrating baby step solutions to 

problems

It seemed clear that scientists are great at 
stepwise solutions and using vivid examples, 
but we tend to fall short in connecting with 
our audience and sometimes don’t establish 
our central theme.  I am confident that by 
employing the techniques and principles 
discussed in this workshop, I will dramatically 
improve my presentation skills.  Hopefully, I’ve 
been able to establish some common ground 
with you, the reader, and I’ve convinced you to 
not miss Mr. Morgan’s next appearance at an 
NICHD workshop.         
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NICHD Engineers: Exemplifying Collaboration in Research
By Heather Dolan

You are likely familiar with the stereotypes 
associated with engineers–socially awkward, 
wear pocket protectors, and make to-do lists 
in spreadsheets. In other words: excellent 
problem-solvers, but unable to communicate 
well with others.  After interviewing four 
engineers within the NICHD, a recurring 
theme stood in contrast to this latter 
stereotype. These engineers were quite 
interested in communicating with scientists 
(and others!) in order to develop innovative 
technologies needed to make biomedical 
discoveries.

Jason Riley, a research fellow in the NICHD 
Section on Analytical and Functional 
Biophotonics (SAFB) of the Program on 
Pediatric Imaging and Tissue Sciences (PPITS), 
has a B.S. in electrical engineering from Leeds 
University (West Yorkshire, England) and a 
Master’s degree in computer imaging from 
University College London.  Jason was drawn 
to his Master’s project, the use of brain imaging 
to diagnose blood defects in premature babies, 
when his supervisor guaranteed, “If you do this 
project, one day your work will save a baby’s 
life.” Jason extended his project into a Ph.D. 
thesis and now continues to perform imaging 
research at NICHD.

Jason also worked for a financial company 
previously.  The training he received there 
helped to shape his collaborative mindset. 
He noted that engineers often work in 
teams. Jason has demonstrated himself as 
an effective communicator in his numerous 
interactions with doctors to determine what 

biomedical devices they need. For example, he 
hatched the idea for a small scanning device 
to detect epidural hematoma (the build-up of 
blood between the outer membrane of the 
central nervous system and the skull) from 
discussions with MDs. The actual device is still 
in the making. “Clinicians wanted something 
researchers weren’t thinking about,” explained 
Jason. To illustrate his point, he drew a 
schematic of two peaks, one denoting basic 
research and the other clinical research. Lines 
of communication between these two peaks 
were initiated by engineers.

Jana Kainerstorfer recently completed her 
Ph.D., also within PPITS/SAFB. Jana was 
able to do her Ph.D. work at NIH via the 
Graduate Partnerships Program. Prior to 
this, she completed a Master’s program in 
Physics at the University of Vienna (Austria). 
Although her background is in a pure science 
discipline, Jana’s research at NICHD had 
engineering aspects. She developed optical 
imaging techniques for medical, specifically skin, 
diagnostics. She describes LIMB’s focus as “do 
everything – modeling, building machines, and 
working with patients – the full spectrum.”  
She sees this “bigger picture” approach as a 
reflection of engineering perspectives, and 
wishes it were more broadly accepted in 
the scientific community. Jana expressed her 
wish: “Communication between [scientific] 
fields should be increased. There should be 
a requirement that physics and engineering 
students study more biology and physiology, 
and vice-versa for biologists.”

(continued on page 4)

VOLUME 3 • ISSUE 24 • MAY 2012

3
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Antony Chen, a postdoctoral fellow in 
the NICHD Cell Biology and Metabolism 
Program, Section on Organelle Biology, 
received his Ph.D. in bioengineering 
from the University of Pennsylvania 
(Philadelphia) on the development of 
molecular imaging probes for live-cell 
quantification of target RNA. At NICHD, 
Antony continues to do live-cell imaging 
and is working to develop methods for 
detecting RNA-protein interactions 
in HIV assembly and release. Antony 
believes his engineering background gave 
him a strong understanding of physical 
phenomena and the ability to describe 
these phenomena quantitatively.  He also 
appreciates that his engineering courses 
focused on the study of a less complex 
system, i.e., water flow through a pipe. 
This can lead to a better understanding 
of its parallel in a human system, i.e., 
blood flow through blood vessels. He 
embraces a “no boundaries” approach, 
and seeks to make connections between 
engineering and science aspects of his 
research.

Jenna Shapiro, a first-year student in 
the NIH-Cambridge Ph.D. program, 
recently graduated from the University 
of Kentucky (Lexington) with a B.S. in 

chemical engineering. “My engineering 
education was about learning problem 
solving.  Because of this I’m more 
interested in translational research,” Jenna 
explains. Jenna has a twofold research 
project that both encompasses her 
engineering background and has clinical 
applications. At NIH, she works in the 
Section on Genetics and Endocrinology, 
where she is developing an in vitro 
model to determine how an intercellular 
signaling pathway involving cAMP and 
protein kinase A affects the structure and 
deposition of the extracellular matrix. 
A better understanding of this pathway 
could provide a basis for determining 
how to rescue damaged phenotypes in 
the extracellular matrix. Mutations in 
the gene encoding the 1alpha regulatory 
subunit of protein kinase A have been 
shown to cause the multiple endocrine 
neoplasia disease, Carney Complex 
(CNC). Development of the model could 
potentially be applicable to treatment 
of CNC, while testing the model allows 
Jenna to keep her engineering skills sharp.
Hearing from these engineers makes 
one aware of the exciting developments 
in technology and the channels of 
communication that engineers within 
NICHD make possible.

NICHD Engineers
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Applause to NICHD Postbacs: A group of bright 
young scientists!

On April 25th, 18 of our postbac fellows participated in this year’s Postbac Poster 
Day during the NIH Spring Research Festival.  Again for 2012, we had a competition 
judged by NICHD postdocs, to recognize the three best poster presentations for our 
institute.  With enthusiasm, all of the judges commented on everyone’s professionalism 
and commitment to their research projects, not to mention what a fun experience it 
was for them to talk with this awesome group of postbac fellows!  The winners will be 
announced at the awards ceremony on May 30th. 

From NICHD, a special congratulations to our postbacs:  Chinedu Anyaeji, Cecilia 
Bahamon, Justin Chen, Rania Dagalakis, Stevephen Hung, and Carla Lopez, for being 
among the top 20 percent in the NIH-wide postbac poster judging!  

Many thanks to the fellows who volunteered to become scientific readers in the NIH 
Learning Ally studio, which records texts digitally for students with visual or learning 
needs.  If you are interested in participating in this ongoing opportunity, a commitment 
of one hour a week, please contact Brenda Hanning at 301-451-7753.

It finally has arrived, The PhD Movie!!

Now available online at www.phdmovie.com

The PhD Movie is a live edition of the online PhD comic strips, where it follows the 
everyday struggles of four graduate students with their research projects, teaching 
responsibilities, and finding love.
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Check it out – May EVENTS!

THE 5TH ANNUAL NIH CAREER SYMPOSIUM: EXPLORING YOUR CAREER 
PATH! 

May 18th, 8:00 am to 5:00 pm, Natcher Conference Center. 
Whether you are a first-year graduate student or a postdoc fellow ready to start the 
journey of job hunting, the career symposium will offer you a vast amount of knowledge on 
diverse careers for biomedical researchers.  Don’t forget to register!

https://www.training.nih.gov/events/view/_2/793/5th_annual_nih_career_symposium

GRADUATE STUDENT RESEARCH FORUM AND AWARDS CEREMONY:
A DAY OF RECOGNITION AT NICHD

May 30th from 10:30 am to 1:00 pm 

This is our annual event to showcase graduate student talent from programs across the 
institute, featuring research presentations by four students in Natcher balconies A&B, 
followed by an awards ceremony at noon presenting the “Best Postbac Posters” and 
“Mentor of the Year” winners in the Natcher Nobel Laureate space on the first floor.

Upcoming Events
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CELEBRATING THE 50TH NICHD ANNIVERSARY BY ENCOURAGING SUMMER 
READING!

You can be a part of NICHD READS by donating used (or new) children’s books–from board books 
to young adult literature–to stimulate summer reading.  We will target our donations to a local school, 
literacy program, or day care center where there are identified needs.  Watch out for the announcements 
this month, letting you know where you can make drop-off your donations, including Brenda Hanning’s 
office, 2A46 in building 31.

GRANT WRITING WORKSHOP FOR NICHD POSTDOCTORAL FELLOWS: JUNE 22ND 
Led by David C. Morrison, Ph.D.

“Write Winning NIH Grant Proposals”
9:00 a.m. – 1:30 p.m.  

This intensive workshop, which NICHD has held once a year for the past several years with NHGRI, 
NIDCR, and others, is one of our top-rated activities.  If you are considering applying for a K99, or indeed 
any other grant, Dr. Morrison gives abundant practical guidance—all backed up by a detailed, step-by-step 
reference manual, which each registrant receives.

If you are interested in getting started as a successful grant writer as you aspire to be an academician, sign 
up soon by sending an email to Yvette Pittman.  Note:  we have only 25 spots allocated to us!

mailto:yvette.pittman@nih.gov?subject=Grant Writing Workshop
https://www.training.nih.gov/events/view/_2/793/5th_annual_nih_career_symposium
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