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Suggestions for the Presentation of Academic Papers 

(at the MTS Colloquium and other venues) 

 

 

One of the central purposes of the MTS Colloquium is to give students a chance to present their 

academic work in a venue that resembles an academic conference.  Whether or not one 

participates in academic conferences after concluding her or his time in the MTS program, 

refining one’s skill and style in public speaking is a worthwhile activity regardless of what one 

does after completing the MTS degree.  The following suggestions have been formulated 

primarily to assist students in the MTS Colloquium setting but may also prove useful when 

thinking about strategies for speaking at other venues.   

 

 

Presenter: 

 

Ideally, the MTS Colloquium presentations should be between 20 and 30 minutes, in order to 

leave 10 minutes for the formal response and then 30 minutes or more for open conversation 

about the paper.  Time allotted for paper presentations differs from conference to conference (for 

example, the AAR/SBL usually allots only 15-20 minutes for papers, while other conferences 

allow up 45 minutes for a paper [although not usually with a formal response]).  If you are asked 

to give a lecture to a prospective academic employer, you would typically be asked to speak in 

the range of 20-30 minutes.  Here are some specific suggestions to consider when preparing for 

an academic presentation. 

 

1. Speak to your whole audience, balancing the needs of the specialist and the generalist. 

 

It is very important that you state, near the beginning of your paper if possible, why your paper 

matters both to the specialist in your field and (perhaps more importantly) to the generalist.  

There are some conferences where you will be speaking only to specialists in your field but these 

are very few, and you’ll know them when you are invited to speak at them.  Of course, some 

fields differ from others in terms of the specialist/generalist balance.  More often, you are asked 

to speak as a generalist out of your specialist knowledge and doing this requires practice.  (It is 

often said of humanities doctoral students, for example, that they are trained as specialists [in the 

areas of their dissertation research] but hired as generalists [to teach the routine classes that 

departments offer in service to a broad undergraduate curriculum.) One of the best ways to do 

this is to think of a guiding question that your paper answers which would appeal to a generalist 

audience in your field (so, for MTS students, this would be a question you think ought to be of 

interest to all people in a theology graduate program) and then link it with one or two secondary 

questions that appeal to the specialists (and which will likely be what the main exegetical 

sections of your paper answer).  It is helpful to use those questions (or basic themes, if you 

would rather not formulate them as questions) to set up each section, and then to return to them 

at the end of your paper.  It may help to conclude your paper with a list of the “next steps” or 

questions that you think emerge from your paper, either for the generalist or specialist audience.  

A sure sign that you have heard a successful paper is if you, as a specialist in the field shared 

with the presenter, come away from the presentation with one interesting new “specialist insight” 
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and one interesting new “generalist insight.”  If the paper is not in your field, it should at least be 

delivered in such a way so as to introduce you to the specialist conversation and be otherwise 

accessible enough to allow you to develop one or two generalist insights from it.  In other words, 

it should leave you with an answer to the “So why does this matter?” question.  In the study of 

Christian theology, you might also consider that the generalist can be formulated in different 

senses: not only are you speaking to people in other areas of study but also to people outside 

your own denominations or traditions, including people in the wider religious studies academy 

who may have no religious affiliation or be quite hostile to religion.  These are also generalists—

religious generalists rather than disciplinary generalists.  This will be especially important, of 

course, if you sense that your paper will be somewhat divisive for the audience to whom you’re 

speaking. 

 

2. Be intelligent, but don’t try to look intelligent. 

 

One of the most distasteful occurrences to observe at academic conferences (and it happens more 

often than you might think) is watching people who are trying to look smart in front of their 

colleagues (or senior faculty in their fields).  The correlate in graduate school is the need to 

endure classmates going on and on (and on) about a point of minutia in a text that is clearly not 

relevant to the class discussion but persists only in order to impress the professor.  As relates to 

the first point, being able to link the specialists and the generalists through your research is work 

well done; don’t force it beyond that point.  Of course, you should have good facility with the 

material you are presenting and be ready to answer questions about it, but let the depth of your 

specialist knowledge shine forth in the precision with which you answer questions rather than in 

the approach and delivery of your paper.   

 

3. Be organized, and keep reminding your audience (by your approach to your topic) that you 

are organized.  Distribute a handout, if necessary. 

 

A good presentation, like a good paper, will have a clear beginning (an organizing question or 

questions), middle (thoughtful discussion of basic texts and interpretations of them) and end (a 

reminder about the paper’s guiding questions and some summary insights to conclude the paper 

and communicate next steps in your research).  If you can manage it, a handout is usually a 

welcome addition to a conference presentation, but make sure it is concise and supplements 

rather than replaces the presentation.  You might consider, for example, a single sheet handout 

with an outline of your presentation on one side and a few citations from your central texts on the 

other.  This helps your audience to see where you are in your presentation and also allows you a 

way to include longer citations from texts as part of your presentation without the cumbersome 

reading of long quotations during your presentation.  Handouts of greater length can be 

distracting, although for some specialist audiences they can be helpful.  PowerPoint presentations 

are not uniformly accepted as good techniques to accompany professional lectures in the 

humanities disciplines.  Of course, if you have slides that are necessary to show images that 

accompany the lecture by all means use this presentation mode.  The great danger in PowerPoint 

is that it can distract from the lecture and so, if you use it, it should have a clear rationale.  If you 

plan to use PowerPoint at a conference, make sure that you confirm ahead of time with the 

conference organizers that the necessary equipment will be in place (often conference organizers 
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ask for this information to be included in the conference proposals), and always make sure to test 

the technology well in advance of your presentation to avoid any uncomfortable delays at the 

beginning of your talk. 

 

4. Keep track of the time, and rehearse so that you feel comfortable keeping within time. 

 

It always takes longer to read a paper in front of an audience than it does to read it to yourself 

(even if you are reading aloud).  Try to rehearse your paper at least three times before you 

present it, at least one time with a friend as your audience if at all possible.  The more you hear 

yourself present the paper, the less worried you will be that you are exceeding your allotted time 

or that you will forget something.  If you are part of a panel presentation, you will typically have 

a convener/moderator who will let you know how long you are taking and when you are 

approaching your time limit.  If you have rehearsed sufficiently, your moderator’s time keeping 

will be a courtesy rather than a necessity. 

 

5. If you are reading a paper instead of speaking from notes, build in time for “planned 

informal” asides. 

 

There are basically two forms of the academic conference paper: reading a paper you have 

written and making a presentation from notes.  The former is a good place to begin and then 

work at presentations from notes as you advance in your career.  (It is always impressive to see a 

senior scholar give a clear and thoughtful presentation from a lean outline, allowing her or his 

wisdom to enflesh the bones of thought as they speak—but we [and the MTS director includes 

himself in this collective] are not yet at that point. There’s nothing worse than listening to an 

adolescent Socrates!)  Even so, it does break up the tedium of listening to a person read for 30 

minutes if that person builds in time for short elaborations and questions on some of the points in 

the paper.  Try to build this into your presentation time, and even practice those asides so that 

you know where and when to place them when you deliver your paper.    

 

 

Respondent: 

 

The role of the respondent is to move the colloquium (or conference) session from the 

presentation to a wider conversation.  The respondent should never take over and eclipse the 

presentation itself.  If you are charged with making a response to an academic paper, do not 

spend your time rehearsing the argument in detail or quibbling about relatively minor 

interpretive points.  (Often, there is a gap between the written paper and what the presenter offers 

at the session, and you don’t want to be in a position of critiquing something that the audience 

has not even heard—something that happens all too often at academic conferences!)  The best 

way to achieve this goal is to rephrase what you take to be the basic point of the paper (all the 

more important if you can’t discern the basic point of the paper from what the speaker has said) 

and then to offer a few pointed questions either on the basic argument (if you disagree) or on 

issues that you think will link the paper to the interests of the audience.  Again, it is helpful to 

think about specialists and generalists in this situation. If you are responding to a paper in your 

own area, make sure that you are posing questions that invite response by the specialist and also 
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by the generalist.  This will involve thinking about how the basic point of the paper has relevance 

to other debates that may not be the ones the speaker is addressing directly.  Responses should 

generally not take more than ten minutes (five would be even better) unless you are called to 

offer a response to more than one paper.  If you are giving a response to a panel, then you have a 

little more time and your job has an additional feature.  You still need to link each paper to the 

audience, but it is also helpful if you can give your own sense about how the papers fit together.  

Often panels are arranged to give as many people as possible a chance to present their work and 

the theme of the panel is somewhat of an afterthought (one frequently sees this at the American 

Academy of Religion annual meeting, for example).  The papers might each be very interesting, 

but it is not always clear why they are part of the same panel.  A good respondent will think 

creatively about themes that hold disparate papers together and offer those themes to the 

audience for discussion. 

 

 

Convener/Moderator: 

 

Although we won’t be asking you to fill this role at the MTS colloquium, you will frequently be 

asked to convene a paper or panel session at a conference.  Your two main jobs in such a 

situation are to keep track of the time and to offer your services to the presenter or panelists to 

moderate the discussion that follows the presentations.  In terms of the first job, it is good to 

remind the presenters of their allotted time before their presentations begin and also, if necessary, 

during the presentations (quietly, perhaps by passing them a note with the number of minutes 

they have remaining).  In terms of the second job, offering to moderate the discussion takes some 

of the pressure off the panelists. The most useful thing you can do is to make sure that 

questioners are actually asking questions and not giving speeches.  This might take the form of 

politely interrupting meandering questioners to ask them to state their questions, or to suggest 

that they might offer additional comments to the speaker after the session has ended.  The main 

job of a convener is to ensure a welcoming academic environment and to hold the speakers to 

their time constraints. 


