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Focus on CME at
The University of British Columbia

Asales representative from an organization has
invited you to deliver a short lecture to a group

of your colleagues. You’re very knowledgable in the

subject matter and excited by the prospect of putting
together an educational lecture that stimulates dis-
cussion and interest. However, you fear many impor-
tant aspects of the event will be out of your control.
Whether you’re a novice at public speaking or a sea-
soned professional, here are my top 10 steps to work-
ing with your sponsor so your next continuing med-
ical education (CME) event is a successful one. 

Prepare Carefully

You’ve been chosen to speak because you have in-
depth knowledge on a specific subject. Keep up-to-
date with developments in your field and, even
when you know your subject well, don’t underesti-
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mate the time it takes to put together a dynamic pre-
sentation. Winston Churchill once said even the
shortest “off the cuff” speech takes hours to pre-
pare. Good preparation makes you feel more confi-
dent.

The preparation required will depend on the
type of educational program. If the meeting is to
be a case-based, small-group learning program
you may not require any audiovisual equipment.
The sponsor often will provide prepared cases to
stimulate discussion and interaction. An overhead
projector may be used to highlight essentials from
each case. 

For lecture-style presentations, high-quality
visual aids make you look more organized, rein-
force and enhance your spoken words, aid under-

standing and help trigger your memory. Good
visuals increase credibility by demonstrating you
have taken time to research and prepare your lec-
ture. 

Flip charts are easy to produce, inexpensive,
reusable and encourage good audience participa-
tion. However, flip charts require some artistic
skill and are not suitable for large audiences, as
flipping pages can be slow and cumbersome. If the
charts have not been prepared prior to the meeting,
the content and sequence of the presentation must
be memorized and small cue cards are useful aids. 

Overhead projectors are simple to use and room
lights can remain quite bright so participants can
make notes.

Many pharmaceutical companies offer ready-
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For lecture-style presentations, high-quality visual aides make you look more
organized, reinforce and enhance your spoken words, aid understanding, and help
trigger your memory. Good visuals increase credibility by demonstrating you have

taken time to research and prepare your lecture. 



made 35 mm slide kits that can enhance your lec-
ture. When using prepared slides, text on each
slide acts as a guide and prompts the speaker
throughout the presentation. When using slides
you have not prepared, it is wise to read the arti-
cles on which the slides are based. Most organiza-
tions have excellent slide packages and reviewing
references provides you with the comfort of know-
ing the slides accurately represent the articles.
Good preparation enables you to respond confi-
dently when the audience requests further details.   

If you’re skilled with a computer, you may
choose to design and develop your own slides. A
photo lab or special agency can create the 35 mm
slides from the Microsoft® PowerPoint® presenta-
tion you have generated. Making your own slides
allows you to relay a message in your own unique
style. Slides should be simple and uncluttered, with
a large and legible font. A slide should be clear so it
is easily understood without using a laser pointer.

If you prefer to present the PowerPoint® file
directly from a laptop computer, your sponsor can
provide a special projector that facilitates large-
screen viewing. This technique eliminates the pro-
duction of 35 mm slides and allows you to make
any last-minute changes to the presentation. 

Audiences appreciate a handout of the slides to
take home and review. If you’re forced to present
without visual aids, you’ll be glad handouts are
available. 

Start and Finish on Time
It is very frustrating when you leave your office
early (perhaps re-scheduling your last patient) and
battle rush-hour traffic, making great efforts to
arrive on time, only to find the lecture doesn’t
commence until 30 or 40 minutes after the time
indicated on the invitation.

This isn’t an issue at a lunch hour lecture when
it is understood that everyone must be back in

their offices to see patients by 1 p.m. During
evening presentations there is a tendency for the
organization to wait and see if another guest will
arrive. If the invitation states a 7 p.m. start, then
encourage your sponsor to commence at 7:10
p.m.—no later. Attendees often have had a hectic
day, and it is unfair to expect them to wait and to
eat at a late hour. Gain the reputation as a speaker
who starts and finishes on time.

Avoid speaking overtime and try not to over-
whelm your audience by talking excessively and
too quickly. Slow down, take your time and
become more comfortable with silence. A good
evening lecture should last no longer than 30 to 40
minutes, leaving a good 10 minutes for a question-
and-answer period. Thirty slides usually suffice,
and your sponsor or moderator can signal you
when the time to stop speaking approaches.

During the question-and-answer period, keep
answers brief and to the point, resisting the temp-
tation to turn each and every question into another
mini-lecture. Answer the question, then stop. If the
room is large, repeat the question to ensure every-
one has heard.

Choose a good moderator
The importance of a good moderator cannot be
underestimated. He or she will set the tone and
help establish your credibility. The moderator
should inform the audience of relevant articles you
may have written. You and your sponsor should
choose the moderator well before the presentation,
and his or her name may also appear on the invi-
tation. Prior to the event, send a written introduc-
tion (rather than a complete curriculum vitae) to
the moderator so he/she can introduce you as the
guest speaker. Three to four short paragraphs
should suffice. Request that your moderator not
deviate from your introduction by adding person-
al remarks such as “I’ve been asked to read this.”
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In case the moderator is late in arriving, or forgets
to bring your speaker introduction, it’s wise to carry
a copy with you. You also can remind your sponsor
to bring along a copy. 

The moderator can assist in ensuring the meeting
runs on schedule and, as mentioned, can help pro-
mote a spirited question-and-answer period. A good
moderator may also remind the sponsor to monitor
the lighting and sound system. Responsibility for
thanking sponsors also can be assigned to the mod-
erator.

Choose the 

Appropriate Venue
The venue is often considered as important as the
topic of the lecture itself. Although you’re not
responsible for choosing the venue, your sponsor
may ask your opinion on the suitability of particular
locations. 

The location should be attractive and accessible.
As part of the sponsors’ invitation, a map offering
clear directions and a description of parking
arrangements may encourage attendance. Prior to
the event, ensure the room is suitable. Important
questions to ask yourself include:
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Speak with focused energy and conviction and convey your enthusiasm through the
energy and fluctuation of your voice. Grab the audience’s attention with a powerful

opening and insert interesting and relevant stories or examples
to liven up the presentation.



• Is it large enough? 
• Will the room accommodate a screen and 

projector? 
• Can piped-in background music be turned off?
• Is there a suitable power outlet in the room? 
• Can lights be dimmed? 
• Are light switches easily located? 

Avoid complete darkness as this prevents note
taking and eye contact. If the event is to occur dur-
ing daylight hours, make sure window coverings
block light sufficiently to see slides clearly. Other
important questions to ask yourself include:
• Are the acoustics acceptable?
• Is the room sufficiently insulated from extrane-

ous background noise? 
• Are there structures that will interfere with eye

contact? 
• What is the quality of the air and temperature?
It may seem like a long list, but it is really a 10
minute “quick check” your sponsor should perform. 

Organizers should be aware that fashionable
locations occasionally offer meeting rooms that are
separate from, and devoid of, the atmosphere seen in
the main dining areas. A visit to the site prior to the
event may avoid disappointment.

Avoid Speaking While the
Audience is Eating

It’s difficult to deliver an effective lecture while your
audience is eating. Such culinary distraction is less
intrusive and often unavoidable at short luncheon
meetings.

Audience engagement may be facilitated by
using the following technique at evening lectures
that include dinner. When a meeting has been sched-
uled to start at 7 p.m. the audience is seated at 7:10
p.m. and food orders are taken immediately. The
meal is served promptly at 8 p.m., and if the ques-

tion-and-answer period is particularly engaging, the
speaker may continue to respond to questions while
the meal is being served. 

Be Enthusiastic and 
Interesting

Don’t speak about a subject you don’t believe in or
don’t feel enthusiastic about. There’s a perception
that physicians are expected to be dull and boring.
Nonsense! Speak with focused energy and convic-
tion and convey your enthusiasm through the ener-
gy and fluctuation of your voice. Grab the audi-
ence’s attention with a powerful opening and insert
interesting and relevant stories or examples to liven
up the presentation.

Be Likeable
The audience must accept and trust you before they
will really listen to you. If the audience likes you,
you’re more than half way to a successful presenta-
tion.

Arriving early allows you to greet and chat with
your colleagues, making them feel comfortable.
Remembering names and responding to particular
clinical issues or questions can be especially effec-
tive during the formal presentation.

Before starting your lecture, pause, take a breath,
establish eye contact and then begin. A gentle smile
will help relax your audience. As you speak, scan
every face in the room, stopping to make eye contact
for three to five seconds. Try to connect sincerely
with the audience by emphasizing “we” and
“you” rather than “I.” Don’t speak in an arro-
gant know-it-all manner.

Humor truly enhances delivery and acceptance
of a presentation. Remember, however, you are a
physician and not a comedian, and it is best to
avoid telling jokes. If you’re not usually a funny
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person, this is not the time to try being one.
However, relevant and real-life funny stories can
be woven into your lecture to make it more engag-
ing and entertaining. Don’t comment on political
or religious matters and avoid offensive language.

Focus on the Needs of 
Your Audience 

Before delivering a lecture, identify the knowl-
edge or level of expertise of your audience.
Questions to ask yourself include:
• What is their interest in the topic?  
• Is it relevant to their daily work? 
• What are the needs of these physicians?  
• What are the three top concerns regarding

the topic? 
• What’s in it for them? 
• Will they benefit from the information I’m

delivering? 
Organizations can help identify the needs

and learning objectives of physicians by con-
ducting  needs assessment surveys.

Expect the Unexpected
Murphy’s Law states “anything that can go wrong
will go wrong.” This is a good motto to remember
when planning your next presentation. Your orga-
nization may provide you with a customized
“CME Tool-Kit.” This kit can include items such
as an extension cord with two or three outlets, a
spare projector bulb and an extension cord for the
remote control of the slide projector.

If the equipment fails to perform, don’t panic.
Wonderful, interactive lectures can still take place
under these circumstances, especially when you
remember to bring handouts. Always bring a copy
of the handout with you to the podium.

Arrive at least 30 minutes early to test the

equipment. If you’re using a 35 mm slide projec-
tor, quickly run through the slides to ensure none
are sticking or inserted incorrectly. If you’re using
a sound system, check the volume. Have a glass of
water close at hand in case your throat becomes
dry while speaking.

At the start of the lecture, you or the moderator
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One very effective way of assessing
your own performance as a speaker is to
videotape the presentation from start to

finish and to watch it later in the
comfort of your own home.
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should advise the audience to switch pagers and
cellular phones to silent mode. Your organization
can encourage the audience to sit near the front of
the room by placing “reserved” signs on the tables
and chairs furthest from the podium.  

The question-and-answer period of a CME pro-
gram is often the most engaging and informative
segment for your audience, and it is disappointing
when there are no questions during this phase of the
lecture. To avoid this pitfall, some thought-provok-
ing questions can be written on small cue cards prior
to the lecture and asked by the moderator or friends
in the audience. It’s a good idea to remind your
sponsor not to ask questions, as this can be viewed
negatively by members of the audience. You can
also volunteer your own questions by saying “One
of the most commonly askedquestions I get is...” 

If a member of the audience unexpectedly inter-
rupts your lecture in a rude or aggressive manner,
don’t get dragged into a confrontation. Calmly and
politely request clarification of the objection and if
it cannot be addressed immediately, suggest the
issue be discussed at the end of the formal presen-
tation. Hecklers should be ignored, but if they per-
sist, ask them to be quiet or leave, and stop the pre-
sentation until they do so. If two people are chat-
ting constantly, they usually can be stopped by
silence and direct eye contact.

Occasionally, participants arrive at an event
with unexpected guests (e.g. family members).
The sponsor should alert the speaker to changes in
audience composition so appropriate changes may
be made to the program.

Practice
The best way to improve as a speaker is to speak
regularly and seek honest feedback. Following
all CME events, attendees should be asked to
complete evaluation forms that can be used to
assess various aspects of both the presentation

and the presenter. One very effective way of
assessing your own performance as a speaker is
to videotape the presentation from start to finish
and watch it later in the comfort (and safety) of
your own home. There are many helpful texts
available, which are full of practical advice and
guidance, written by seasoned speakers. I have
listed a few of my favorites at the end of this
article.

Conclusion
It takes time and hard work for you and your
organization to prepare and deliver a CME event
of high quality, but knowing your lecture has
been well received leaves you with a wonderful
sense of accomplishment. Attention to many
small details can greatly enhance your perfor-
mance and the improved outcome is well worth
the time and effort.  I hope this article helps make
your next CME program a great success.
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