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Abstract 

Observation of presentations at a conference in the 
field of network and sensor engineering (ICNSC 2009), 
and a survey from participants at a conference on fuzzy 
and artificial intelligence and neural networks (19th 
Intelligent System Symposium), both hosted by IEEE-
affiliated units in Japan, along with findings from recent 
research on the intelligibility of the English of non-native 
speakers in international contexts, are presented. 
Findings indicate that the use of English as the lingua 
franca of science, when used by non-native speakers of 
English (NNSEs) to other NNSEs, has organically 
produced new strategies of oral presentation. NNSE 
participants report that speaker presentation of text-dense 
slides increases their own comprehension of the research 
being presented.  Keywords: research presentation, 
PowerPoint, rhetorical convention, non-native speakers 
of English.  

Introduction 
The English language has served, since at least the 

mid-twentieth century, as the means of international 
communication in science and engineering. While a 
common lingua franca facilitates communication 
internationally, this global use of English in professional 
communication tends to privilege native speakers over 
those whose English is less proficient. Linguists have 
studied the added burden that non-native speakers of 
English (NNSEs) must bear in disseminating scientific 
findings in a language that is not their own [1-3], and the 
European scholar Ammon in particular has quantified the 
financial and temporal cost to NNSEs active in the fields 
of science and engineering [4, 5]. All these studies have 
focused on the burden of writing and publishing research 
findings in English. However, an equally daunting task is 
the oral presentation of research before international 
audiences at conferences. 

A 2005 study of research presentations in the field of 
physics found differences between presentation strategies 
of native speakers of English and NNSEs [6], and 

concluded that lack of syntactic flexibility weakened the 
discourse effectiveness of NNSEs. More recently, Orr et 
al. [7] have demonstrated discordance between the oral 
presentation strategies employed by NNSEs and the 
guidance on presentation that is published in self-help 
books. They have suggested that strategies observed 
among experienced NNSE presenters, such as compen-
sating for pronunciation differences by offering more 
visual support, could profitably be incorporated into 
published guidance for novice NNSE presenters. 

It is not surprising that NNSEs adopt communication 
styles and strategies beyond those published in guidance 
meant for either native-speaker-to-native-speaker 
communication or NNSE-to-native-speaker commun-
ication. The global scientific and engineering 
communities are now composed primarily of NNSEs (see 
[8, 9] for supporting data), and communication in English 
will not and cannot be effective by adhering to models 
that arose organically among native speakers. The current 
research arises from calls for study of this new language 
phenomenon [10-13] and is made up of two parts: 1) 
observational study of an IEEE-affiliated international 
conference in computer science and electronic 
engineering held in 2009 and then, to confirm hypotheses 
made following that observation, 2) a written survey of 
participants at an annual IEEE-affiliated international 
symposium in a sub-field of computer science, also 
carried out in 2009. 

The findings will help educators in Asia to prepare 
students to effectively present in varied international 
venues, and may help researchers in the West to accept 
the rhetorical strategies of Asian researchers when they 
use non-canonical communication strategies in Western 
presentation venues. 

Observation of an international conference 
For the site of our observational and semi-

ethnographic study of communication in English, the 
IEEE International Conference on Networking, Sensing, 
and Control (ICNSC 2009), held March 26-29, 2009 in 
Okayama, Japan, was selected. The conference was 
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chosen on the basis of its international character, the fact 
that it was a major conference (173 total presentations, 
with more than 300 participants from 17 countries), and 
its proximity to the authors’ own research institution.  

The observation was undertaken as preliminary 
research, with two research questions in mind. 1) What 
English-mediated communication takes place during oral 
presentation of research at an international computer 
engineering conference in Asia? 2) What accommodation, 
if any, occurs to aid NNSEs in communicating their 
research through the medium of English? 

A member of our research team observed the 
conference, attending fully or in part 17 presentations and 
interviewing 9 conference participants regarding their 
English communication strategies and the comprehension 
difficulties they encountered as audience members. The 
presentations were chosen largely at random, save for 
considerations of logistics (session room location) and 
representation (to observe a mix of differing nationalities 
while ensuring a sample of Japanese presenters).  

Observed presentation strategies 
The 17 presenters all used PowerPoint as the means for 

visually presenting their research. All were NNSEs, as 
were virtually all the audience (only two native speakers 
of English were among the 300+ participants at the 
conference). Table 1 contains a brief description of the 
presentation styles employed by regular presenters, with 
the exception of presenter #3, who was observed only in 
the Q & A session following presentation. The identifying 
number for each presenter corresponds to the sequence in 
which presentations were presented and observed 
through-out the conference sessions.  

Nationality of the presenters was surmised from the 
listed home institution and ethnicity of the surname. 
Japanese (presenters 1, 2, 5, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17) were 
heavily represented due to the venue of the conference. 
Presenters were also from China (presenters 9 and 14), 
Taiwan (presenter 4), Vietnam (presenter 6, affiliated 
with a Korean university as a doctoral student) Malaysia 
(presenter 13), The Netherlands (presenter 15) and 
Finland (presenter 3). All presenters were male.  

Differences from the standard model for 
presentation style 
     It is immediately clear that the presentation style of 
most of the presenters at ICNSC 2009 is outside the 
canonical models for presentation of PowerPoint slides. 
An online guide [14] offers a list of ten tips, of which the 
following three were notably ignored by most ICNSC 
2009 presenters: 

Tip #1: don’t base your presentation on the slides 
Tip #2: don’t read the slides 

Tip #4: don’t write complete or full sentences on 
bullets. 

Table 1. Presentation style of NNSEs at ICNSC 2009 
 

Presentation manner Presenter details 

Stands 90° to 
audience and screen 
equally, using laser 
pointer and reading 
aloud text of each 
slide.  

 

#1 Faces audience, full eye 
contact for self-introduction. 
Then turns and begins to read 
slides without further eye 
contact.  

#2 Occasionally turns head to 
check audience reaction. 

#7, #11 Checks audience 
reaction every 2-3 sentences 
by turning head. 

#8, #12 No eye contact with 
audience.  

Stands 80° to 
audience, so body is 
slightly favoring 
direction of audience 
rather than screen, 
but tilts head to read 
text of each slide, 
using laser pointer.  

#4 Every 2-3 seconds turns 
head to check audience 
reaction. 

#5 Turns head to check 
audience reaction after every 
sentence. Uses gestures to 
show movement when 
explaining robotic arm. 

Stands 70° to 
audience, using laser 
pointer and reading 
aloud text of each 
slide.  

#9 Reads script from 
presenter’s notes function in 
PowerPoint on laptop placed 
on table in front of him, 
checks audience reaction 
every 3-4 sentences. 

#10 Reads from screen, tilting 
head to check audience 
reaction every 1-2 sentences. 

#13 Reads from screen, tilting 
head to check audience 
reaction after every sentence. 

#16 Checks audience reaction 
after reading each full slide. 

Faces audience, reads 
from presenter’s 
notes on screen of 
personal computer.  

#6, #15, #17 Changes slides to 
match remarks but does not 
point at screen. 

Faces audience and 
does not read. 

#14 Uses conversational style. 

 
While such generic advice is a one-size-fits-all approach, 
a look at advice published by technical communication 
experts, aimed specifically at presenters of technical 
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information, similarly stresses two points: 1) make 
frequent eye contact with individuals in the audience, and 
2) avoid presentation of too much text on any single slide 
of a PowerPoint [15-17]. A summary of published advice, 
both for generic presentations and specifically for 
scientific presentations, can be found in [7].  

But does this mismatch with canonical guidance 
indicate that the presenters are simply poor communi-
cators? If the majority of presenters at ICNSC 2009 who 
failed to meet these presentation standards simply 
followed the standard guidelines, would communication 
with their audience be more effective? We believe the 
answer is no. In fact, the reading of PowerPoint slides 
verbatim from the screen may in fact be a more effective 
communication strategy than that offered by the published 
advice, given that both the presenters and the audience are 
made up of NNSEs. The following section offers our 
reasons for making this hypothesis. 

Research on NNSE-to-NNSE communication 
The pioneering work by Jenkins [18] on NNSE-to- 

NNSE oral comprehension, and its application by Kirk-
patrick [19], mark a watershed in research on the growing 
worldwide phenomenon of NNSE-to-NNSE English use.  

The primary findings of Jenkins’ research on NNSE-
to-NNSE oral communication in English are: 
1) pronunciation, rather than grammar, is the main 

obstacle to mutual comprehension 
2) automatic learning of a native phonological system 

causes transfer of native phonology into non-native 
target languages 

3) habit formation creates great difficulty for pronun-
ciation change in NNSEs. 

Since the greatest obstacle to oral comprehension is 
variation in pronunciation, and the hardest language skill 
to remedy is pronunciation, it is not surprising that 
NNSEs at international scientific conferences have 
adopted a strategy that circumvents the problem by 
adding textually dense slides, usually read aloud by the 
presenter as the audience follows visually. Brief 
interviews with nine participants from six different native 
language origins (Chinese [several dialects], Dutch, 
Finnish, French, Japanese, Persian) at ICSNC 2009 
included a question about their comprehension of oral 
presentations. All reported difficulty with comprehension 
of oral present-ations, and when asked if they had a 
strategy to overcome this, all reported relying on reading 
the PowerPoint text and figures to help comprehend the 
presenter’s message. To broaden the data and confirm the 
findings reported by this small sample, a written survey to 
elicit listeners’ comprehension strategies was drawn up 
and distributed to participants at a similar international 
conference (FAN 2009) held some months later.  

Survey of FAN 2009 participants 
To test the hypothesis, we surveyed attendees at FAN 

2009 (19th Intelligent System Symposium, 174 regular 
presentations and six keynote sessions, held in 
Aizuwakamatsu, Japan, September 17-18, 2009). 
Questionnaires were returned by 28 attendees (21 native 
speakers of Japanese, 5 of Chinese, 1 of Vietnamese, and 
1 of Bengali). Of these 28 respondents, 16 (14 native 
speaker of Japanese, 1 of Chinese, and 1 of Bengali) 
reported difficulty understanding English presentations. 
When asked to circle one or more strategies that those 16 
employed to help them understand English presentations, 
15 respondents (94%) circled “I read the PowerPoint 
screens”, 5 (31%) circled “I read the handout”, 4 (25%) 
circled “I asked question(s) to the presenter”, 4 (25%) 
circled “I asked another person about the meaning”, and 3 
(19%) circled “I talked to the presenter privately after the 
presentation”. The fact that reading the PowerPoint 
screens was the method of choice for almost all 
respondents supports our assertion that dense slides may 
be more effective in resolving communication difficulties. 

Another question in the survey asked attendees what 
type of English presenter was easiest to understand. Out 
of 27 respondents, 15 (56%) chose “Presenter shared my 
native language (not English)”, 6 (22%) chose “Presenter 
was native speaker of English”, 5 (18%) chose “No 
difference, it depended on each speaker”, and 1 (4%) 
chose “Presenter had a different native language (not 
English and not my native language)”. Reasons for 
NNSEs understanding NNSEs’ English presentations 
more readily than native speakers’ presentations could 
include the fact that NNSEs’ slides are denser and 
therefore more comprehensible. 

Conclusions, limitations, recommendations, 
and future research 

The oral and written reports of conference participants 
as reported above indicate that the reading of textually 
dense slides may well facilitate greater comprehension in 
NNSE-to-NNSE communication at international technical 
conferences. Confirmation of the hypothesis will require 
comparative observations of conferences outside of Asia 
and also the administration of controlled comprehension 
tests to observers of scientific research presentations.  

However, the following recommendations can 
tentatively be offered: 1) Presenters in Asian venues 
should not be dissuaded from offering text-heavy slides, 
and 2) Presenters in Asian venues should allow time for 
the audience to read the text on slides, as an aid to 
comprehension of the spoken presentation. 
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