Presentation Creation and Studying Made Easy

By Tom Cline

You can create professional presentations that engage your audience and make you look great!

Taking notes in a class or seminar has always been difficult for me.  Reading my hieroglyphics later often presented new and unique challenges.  Creating presentations and lesson plans for classes has been daunting and unpleasant.  That has changed.  Here is a brief description of how you can take notes and/or create presentations that may look disorderly to others, but are very orderly and logical to you because they are tailored to the way your brain works.   It is also more fun than the way we are taught in school.  The end of this piece includes ways to present material and engage groups so participants will remember the main points of your presentation as well as use the information.  

Last year I purchased a 6 tape series called Mind Mapping by Michael Gelb, author of How to Think Like Leonardo DiVinci, who, it appears was a mind-mapper.  It was one of the best investments I ever made.  In 1968 Tony Buzan, then editor of the Mensa International Journal, placed mind mapping on the map.  He was magically teaching those who were "impossible learners" according to conventional wisdom.  The magic he used is called Mind Mapping.  Buzan wrote Use Your Head and Use Your Memory in 1974. These titles have been the leading backlist publications of BBC books, selling over a million copies. 

Typically, school teaches us to think, take notes and create presentations in a linear fashion.  We put a title or topic at the top of the page and write points and sub points as we go down the page, all quite orderly and neat.  The problem is we do not think that way.  Taking notes, we often write more than is necessary, missing critical info as we write.  Linear notes take longer to study and associations between key words and ideas are not obvious.  Our brains do not process information in this linear fashion.  In a sense, we are all scatterbrains because of the way our minds jump from one association to another and another, ad infinitum. They move from one subject and mental image to another making associations between words and pictures.  No two brains make the same exact pictures and associations.  One idea can have thousands of links in your mind.  Mind mapping helps us to remember and reinforce these links.  Thinking in a linear fashion restricts our brain, limiting creativity and the ability to easily remember the material.   Key words, images, color and natural creativity are used in making a mind map.  Several pages of linear notes are condensed to one page allowing us to take in the whole idea, all the headings and sub headings in one look.  Study of a mind map can be as easy as placing it on your bedroom wall and looking at it as you fall a sleep.

If you are a skeptic like I was, the only way to overcome the skepticism is by trying this unique process.  Are you ready to create your first mind map?  If so, prepare by gathering these supplies; colored pencils, highlighters, pens, post it notes and the largest sheet of paper that is reasonable for your workspace.  

If you are going to take notes in a class or seminar, use a legal pad turned sideways, landscape view.   If you are preparing a presentation and have the luxury of working at home, a sheet of paper that covers the kitchen table is great, the bigger the better.  Pretend you are in kindergarten.  You can reach for excellence and have fun or do the average and acceptable thing that everyone does.  

Whether you are taking notes or preparing a presentation, start by drawing a simple picture in the middle of the paper that represents the central idea or theme.  Use colors.  Limit the picture to no more than an eighth or tenth of the total space on the paper.  For example, attending a seminar entitled Bullet Proof Mind by Lt. Colonel David Grossman, I drew a very crude picture of a brain with bullets bouncing off.  Please do not say you can’t draw.  It is irrelevant to mind mapping so long as the picture is clear to you.  My fifth grade daughter draws much better than I do.  It is okay to laugh at your drawing if it looks silly.  You will remember it, and that is the point!  Use drawings for the sub themes also. 

Look at the central theme picture.  What comes to your mind?  Draw a line from the picture outward and angle it off so after printing on it, you can read your printing right side up.  Print one word only on the line describing the association or idea that comes to mind.  Using only one word to represent your idea requires that you think, getting to the central core of the idea.  It distills it so to speak, removing all the impurities.  Pictures or symbols can also be placed on the line to represent an idea.  The line you print on should be no longer than the word.  Notice the bold lettering in this paragraph.   Print in lower case rather than write.  It is clearer, and for some reason we remember printing better.   

At this point it does not matter if the association you make seems related to your subject or not.  Make no judgments about the worth or validity of something entering our mind.  Just put it down when it comes to you.  No restrictions!  This is a rough draft.  You are kind of brainstorming with yourself.  

Continue drawing more lines from the central picture.  Print one word, picture or symbol on each.  Draw arrows to connect any words or pictures you wish.  Visually represent any association your mind makes.  Things that jump out of the page at you will be remembered easily.   If your mind map starts to get too crowded, use small post-it notes to add associations.  When time is up or you feel that you are through, take a few deep breaths and look at your mind map recalling how each association came to you.  Put it away until you start your second draft.  

In order to draw a mind map to be used as a class outline or a lesson plan, start with the end in mind.  Ask yourself, “On leaving this class, what do I want the audience to know think and do?”

When starting your second draft and all subsequent drafts, start with a picture similar to your original in the center of the paper to represents the title or theme of your presentation.  Picture yourself in front of the group, filled with confidence, as the group watches you wide-eyed and interested.  

Organize your mind maps in a clockwise direction.  Number the main branches in the most logical order for clearly presenting the material.  In the final draft you can put the numbered ideas in a clockwise ascending order.   

Look for words and ideas that repeat themselves.  They are probably important and keys to the information you want to convey.  Purge irrelevant ideas or associations before starting a new draft.  Continually remind yourself what you want the group to know, think and do.
Though you may understand the material thoroughly, it does not ensure that you will present it to a group in an orderly and understandable manner.  Accomplishing this with a mind map is relatively easy.  Follow these steps.  

1. Study the mind map of one of your final versions for a few minutes.  Put it away.

2. Recreate it from memory.

3. Repeat these steps again and again until it is easy to recreate.

4. Post one of your finals in a place that you will see it many times before the date and time of the actual presentation. 

Now that your mind map is complete and you have recreated it from memory several times, it is yours.  Take heart and be confident in the fact that you will remember the map.  Since you now know the material you are going to present you can focus on presenting it in a way that will benefit your audience.  What follows are surefire methods to engage your classes so they will remember and use the information you convey. 

Instructors must understand the primacy and recency effects.  The primacy effect says that audiences will more easily and probably disproportionably remember the opening of your presentation.  The recency effect refers to the same thing happening at the end of your presentation.  You may be asking, “What about the middle?”   If your presentation is assembled correctly, the group will leave knowing, thinking and doing what you intended them to know, think and do.  

Throughout your presentation use drama, humor, metaphors, analogies and stories to make your points.  Each of these devices should be well prepared and timed appropriately.  Exaggerate your body language.  You will think it is too exaggerated.  Your audience will not.  It will hold their interest.  Memorable parts of a presentation are planned.  True professionals may seem spontaneous but more than likely their spontaneity is planned and timed to perfection.   

One of the most memorable presentations that happened in my lifetime was that of Soviet Premier Nikita S. Khrushchev at the United Nations in 1960.   Body language exaggerated, he pounded a shoe on the table, screaming at representatives of the United States, “We will bury you!”  Who can forget something as outrageous as that?  The appearance was that of an angry and frustrated world leader out of control, acting the part of a bully.  At first glance it appeared that he lost it.  This memorable moment, however, was planned, probably rehearsed.  Photos of the incident show Premier Khrushchev with both his shoes on.  Careful observers saw one of Khrushchev’s underlings in the wings with one of his wingtips missing.  This bit of drama was quite effective.  A generation of people remembers.  History will long tell this tale.        

How will you get your audiences to remember?  Start by introducing yourself and telling them what you are going to tell them.  Be sure to make eye contact with as many in your audience as possible.  Use an icebreaker to loosen them up and open their minds to you and your material.   Again, tell them what you are going to tell them.  Be very clear in stating your objectives and what you want them to know, remember and do.  Once you have their undivided attention, be creative in repeating the key points over and over and over again.  We know that an adult learner must have about six repetitions in order to remember something over the long haul.  

Touch the emotions of your audience by continually reminding them how the information affects them, their families and friends.  Boring facts then become alive.  Engage as many senses as possible in as many modes possible.  Power Point has endless possibilities yet some presenters refuse to use interesting graphics, sounds and music to make their points stand out.  

Instead of telling a group the facts you wish to convey, devise and script questions that will move them to arrive at the facts you want to present.  A very effective way to use this technique is by breaking a class into groups of four to six people and instructing the group to discuss a question you give them.  Each group selects a member to present their ideas, answers and conclusions to the rest of the class.  You can then select their key points that are congruent with your objectives to repeat, reinforce and expand upon.  

Encourage the group representatives to be dramatic, emotional and humorous in their reporting to the class.  Awarding candy and/or other give-aways intermittently strongly encourages class participation and creates an atmosphere of competition and involvement. 

When I use Mind Mapping in my MBA classes, study time is halved and I retain more of the material.   I have taken to drawing with color and using arrows and pictures to connect things in my textbooks with amazing results.  

Below is a sample mind map created in Power Point.  It is used in a class demonstrating WIIFM (What’s In It For Me) if I act and talk in a professional manner.  Each word appears on the screen separately after the group answers a question relating to the personal effort and/or self-discipline necessary to be a true professional.  The final power point mind map is the more crowded version.  The second graphic is a handout participants get to draw their own mind map during class.  Participants report that the handout makes it easy to remember the material.

Do you want to remember what is in this article so you can be more effective in your position?  Get some paper and a few colored pens.  Create a mind map, right now, of what you remember from the article.  Reread it adding ideas and associations to your mind map.   You will be amazed at the power in this.  

Finally, if you are a techno geek and want to create mind maps on the computer there is free software @ http://freemind.sourceforge.net/
Well there, I told ya what I was gonna tell ya.  I told ya and then told ya what I told ya.  Best luck! 

References: 
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