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HOW TO SURVIVE A SEMINAR PRESENTATION 

Lisa M. Lynch 
FIetcher School o f  Law & Diplomucy 

T@+.I University and NBER 

As we approach the annual AEA meetings andthe season of job talks it might be helpful to 
highlight some of the dos and don'ts of seminar presentation. While most of the following is 
targeted towards those presenting a seminar/job talk for thk first time, many of the points are 
probably worth remembering even for those of us who have become veterans in the profession. 

1.) How do you get seminar presentation experience if you do not already have it? 

You should always try to find a way of presenting your work on "friendly grounds" before going 
out on the job market. If you can, present your paper in a seminar at your own department 
first. It may be useful to set up an informal seminar series where you and other job candidates 
present mock job talks in front of sympathetic faculty and students. Ask friends who are sitting 
in on your mock job talk to take notes on things that might help improve the presentation, and 
to also interrupt your talk as they would if an outside speaker was presenting a seminar. Also, 
consider having yourself videotaped presenting your paper; watch the tape and note areas for 
improvement, however painful it may be. 

2.) What are some of the useful materials you should distribute for a seminar? 

If you have 1 - 1 112 hours for your talk you should ensure that your audience has a copy of the 
paper or at least a handout of the major points and findings you will be covering. If your paper 
is distributed but you also do a handout, make the numbering of tables in  the handout and your 
paper match. If you find yourself reordering the tables in your talk from the way they are 
presented in your paper maybe you should re-write the paper! 

3.) What about overheads? 

Many novices (and probably even more veterans) have difficulties i n  handling overheads. While 
more and more talks seem to rely on overheads they are not a necessary or sufficient condition 
for a successful presentation. What the overheads do is keep you from making silly mistakes 
as you are writing on the blackboard (it is amazing how the mind goes blank when facing that 
wall), they speed up the presentation, and they keep you on track. However, passing out a 
handout with the key equations/resuits etc ... can be equally useful. If you do use overheads 
remember that the typeface that looks great on the printed page and allows you to report 15 
columns by 30 rows of numbers will just result in bleary eyes and headaches for your audience. 
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One rarely goes through every number in a table in a presentation, so consider redoing your 
tables so that you present only a subset of results. Make sure that you use a font that is large 
enough so that even a person in  the back of a large room can see the numbers. Limit the 
number of overheads you actually use. If an overhead is only going to remain up for a few 
seconds, what is the point of putting it  up? You do not need to put everything on an overhead 
that you are going to say, and you should not merely read your overheads. Think of using the 
overhead as a summary device for each section of your talk that leaves a visual impression on 
your audience of what your work is all about. 

4.) A bad presentation can destroy a good paper but a great presentation cannot resuscitate 
a bad paper. 

Often in the rush to complete the last computer runs or derive one more proof for a paper an 
author can end up with very little time left to actually prepare a presentation. As a result, even 
though you have path breaking findings your audience may be left cold if you have not taken 
the time to organize your thoughts and materials. One of the classic mistakes first time 
presenters often make is to spend a great deal of time reviewing the literature under the heading 
of "motivations for the research" and leaving little time for your novel contributions and results. 
While an hour and a half may seem like an eternity, time flies, especially if the audience 
interrupts with questions. Don't leave yourself too l~ttle time to show off your own contribution. 
At the same time, impressive graphics cannot hide a weak paper. So make sure that you have 
nailed down the key findings of your paper before you worry about the presentation. 

5.) How do you handle a person in the audience who does not want to let you get on with 
your presentation? 

This is not an easy problem to deal with, especially in the context of a job talk when you are 
trying to show how well you could f i t  in  with everyone in the department. I t  may be helpful 
before your talk to discuss with the person organizing the seminar what the etiquette of the 
seminar is - no interruptions for the first hour and then questions, or questions of clarification 
during the presentation and broader comments at the end, or a free for all. In general, even if 
it is the policy that no one interrupts for an hour you may want to tell your audience that if they 
have a point of clarification to feel free to interrupt. This helps you get a sense of how your 
talk- is going. For the person who is not allowing you to get on with your presentation the 
following lines may be helpful: "That is an interesting point, in  fact 1 w~ll be addressing that 
issue in the next part of my talk. But please raise this issue again if you still have questions (or 
remain confused/puzzled)." Alternatively, if you feel you have spent as much time as you want 
on an issue or it is really quite tangential to your presentation try "That is an intriguing issue 
that you have raised. I would like to talk with you some more about that after the seminar" and 
then move on. Sometimes you just have to be a little tough and say something like "As I have 
already stated I addressed this issue in xyz way and now I would like to move on to the rest of 
my presentation." Then press on. At  this point you may actually hear a sigh of relief from the 
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audience because they have probably gotten bored with the discussion if it is just coming from 
one person. Plus. they want to ask their questions on the next section of your paper! 

Finally, someone may identify an apparent mistake or issue with your paper that you have never 
considered before that may dramatically alter your conclusions or approach. You might not 
always be able to process these comments online and edit your talk accordingly. If this happens, 
just remember that this is why you do seminars before you send your paper off to a journal! 
Try to reach a compromise with the person making the observation that you will consider their 
point more carefully after the seminar but for the moment you would like to move on with the 
paper assuming your research strategy is correct. 

6.) How should your seminar change if you are presenting in an AEA session? 

Remember that in most AEA sessions you will only have 15-30 minutes to present your paper. 
Four or five overheads summarizing your model, findings, and conclusions will be the most you 
canlshould present. Do not spend your time summarizing the existing literature since your 
audience is there to see what new things you are adding to the literature. In most cases, you 
should not plan to spend much time discussing detailed technical issues. 

More generally, be prepared to tailor your talk to take into account varying time restrictions and 
the technical background of your audience. However, never forget to share your enthusiasm for 
your findings with your audience so that they leave the seminar enthused as well. 

Note: The Winter newsletter will feature an article "Guidelines for Being a Discussant". 

More Sylv ia  by Nicole  Hol lander  
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MENTORING AND BEING MENTORED 

Rebecca Blank 
Norrhwesrern. University 

In the academic world, graduate students and junior faculty members are often greatly helped 
when a concerned senior colleague takes a personal interest in their work. Graduate student 
training is still largely based on an apprenticeship model, whereby graduate students learn how 
to do good research by working with and for their faculty advisor. Even after finishing a Ph. I). , 
an advisor often serves as an ongoing source of support in the profession. Given the way 
promotion and tenure decisions are made, senior faculty are typically expected to serve as 
mentors and advisors to junior faculty in their field. 

I have been fortunate to find a series of persons who have acted as mentors to me throughout 
my career, starting with my high school debate coach. All of these persons were men in a more 
senior position than myself. As I moved from being a junior to a senior colleague I tried to 
identify what made the mentors in m y  life so effective and useful, as I have tried to find ways 
to be a mentor to my graduate students and to junior colleagues. While some persons are simply 
better at mentoring than others, there are things that institutions and individuals can do to 
improve the advising/mentoring role of senior colleagues. 

What makes a good mentor? Probably the most visible characteristic is that a mentor takes a 
proactive interest in a student or junior colleague. Mentors do not just respond to requests for 
advice and help, they actively seek out their junior colleagues and ask after their current 
projects. They pass along their names to persons organizing seminars or looking for discussants. 
They essentially work as a "promoter" for the junior colleague i n  a useful way within the 
profession. Some of my best experiences as a graduate student or newly-minted Ph.D. came 
from being at conferences where I codd.never have invited myself, but where a senior colleague 
arranged for me to participate. 

Sometimes good mentoring involves passing along information to students or junior colleagues 
that comes from greater experience or access in the profession. For instance, offering to read 
and comment on a junior colleague's first effort at a grant proposal can provide useful guidance. 
Telling graduate students about regional economics associations or groups like CSWEP can help 
tie them into professional networks. In many cases, graduate students or young economists don't 
really know when they can ask for help and when they should be able to "figure i t  out for 
themselves" or they are embarrassed to bother someone who is busy. Making it  clear that you 
are available to be "bothered" -- on both substantive research issues and on career issues -- can 
lead to useful conversations. 

As we all know, however, many young economists find themselves in situations where nobody 
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voluntarily comes forward to act as a mentor. While one cannot force an older colleague to 
be a mentor, there are active steps that young economists can take to make mentoring more 
likely. In essence, not only are there good mentors, but there are also good "mentees. " 

Being mentored is not a passive activity; a good mentee gives something back to her mentor. 
Sometimes this is just the admiration and pleasure felt towards someone who has the good 
judgement to take an interest in your work. But most persons who have close relationships with 
advisors and senior colleagues are also proactive in the way they relate to those colleagues. This 
typically means that they are curious and intellectually interested in their mentor's research and 
range of interests. They ask good questions and engage in lively conversations. The students 
who I. find it easiest to work with are those who talk back to me, rather than listening quietly 
to my comments. Some of my best learning as a graduate student occurred during "bull 
sessions" in my advisor's office where we got completely off our scheduled topic of conversation 
and became engaged in extended arguments about topics in labor economics. Yes, I needed an 
advisor willing to give me his time and energy for these conversations. But I also needed to be 
willing to ask the questions and to risk presenting my own opinions in order to initiate these 
conversations. 

Institutionally, departments'can also encourage mentoring. For instance, here at Northwestern 
the department has just initiated a policy in which all junior colleagues are officially "assigned" 
mentors from among the senior faculty. This both reminds senior colleagues of their 
responsibilities and makes it a little easier for junior faculty to ask favors of their older 
colleagues, such as "will you read a draft of this grant proposal?" 

It is often argued that in a predominantly male profession, women experience more difficulty 
in finding good mentors than do men and this may make it harder for them at the beginning of 
their careers. While I can personally affirm the possibility of good mentoring relationships 
between men and women, I know that sometimes it is easier for many women to approach other 
women with questions. For instance, female students who are not in my field will often seek 
me out for conversations about career and professional issues. While of course this takes time 
away from other activities, it is usually time well spent. Mentors can provide assistance to 
younger economists that is often not available in m y  other way. 

More Sylvia by Nicole Hollander 
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A CONVERSATION WITH CAROLYN SHAW BELL 

Robin L. Barrktt 
Denison University 

While celebrating CSWEP's twentieth anniversary at the January 1993 AEA meetings in 
Anaheim, Elizabeth Hoffman, the former chair of CSWEP, awarded Carolyn Shaw Bell a plaque 
to recognize her many contributions to CSWEP, including serving as its first chair. This 
ceremony led to a quiet day last May when I sat in the "Little Room" of Carolyn Shaw Bell's 
retirement home at Brookhaven in Lexington, Mass., with my video camera sitting on my 
shoulder and her hearing dog, Robin, at her side. I had gone to Boston to ask Professor Bell 
what she remembered about the origins of CSWEP. The conversation that followed was a 
fascinating oral history of CSWEP's inception and a lesson in how important personal 
connections can be in facilitating change. 

Biographical references record that Carolyn Shaw Bell was born i n  Framingham, Mass. She 
graduated from Mt. Holyoke College in 1941, magna cum laude. She then went on to earn her 
Ph.D. in Economics from the London School of Economics of London University i n  1949. She 
joined the Wellesley faculty in 1950 and became the Katharine Coman Professor of Economics 
in 1964. 

Carolyn Shaw Bell went to work for the Office of Price Administration. and wound up in the 
office of J.K. Galbraith, then Administrator of the Price Division. This began a friendship 
which had later repercussions. 

Acting as his agent, she screened all outgoing mail from the agency, which required determining 
whether or not basic policy (like raising prices) was involved. I t  was, she points out, a 
ridiculously important position for one so young but her lack of experience kept her from 
recognizing how important i t  was. Eventually, she says "they caught up with what was going 
on, and the job was devolved to the agency executives who should have been doing i t  all along. " 
Bell worked for the OPA from 1942-45 in the San Francisco Regional Office and then went 
overseas for graduate work. 

Galbraith turned up again in her life when he appointed her to a research unit  at Harvard. As 
a beginning instructor at Wellesley and a single mother, Bell needed to augment her salary. Her 
long-term decision to remain at Wellesley stemmed fiom her second marriage; she explains that 
"I could have gone anywhere but as a local retailer Nelson couldn't move his capital; it was 
purely a decision comparing the present discounted values of costs and benefits in two 
alternatives." Her first appointment at Wellesley led to almost forty years there, where she 
helped create a distinguished faculty and produce distinguished students. Wellesley's economics 
majors form a disproportionate share of women Ph.D.'s i n  economics: they have gone on to 
serve as business executives, lawyers, and financial managers 
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Professor Bell considers all her former students remarkable, but members of CSWEP will 
recognize, in particular, names like Helen Locke Ladd, Alicia Munnell, Susan Rose-Ackerman 
and Isabel Sawhill. 

Wellesley graduates are just one group of women Professor Bellhas helped to find their way in 
the Economics profession. She has served as a mentor to hundreds of women economists by 
encouraging their development and work in ecoriomics. When I asked her about the one insight 
she had gained from all her years of teaching, she said, "You can't teach anybody anything. 
You can only help them learn." She has done that by taking women seriously and providing a 
supportive environment in which they could try out their ideas. She has always given generously 
of her time by reading drafts and supplying helpful comments. 

In terms of scholarship, Professor Bell has wide-ranging interests, including the determinants 
of the distribution of income, employment policies, human resources, the disposition of earnings, 
the quality of economic data, and economic education. Her earliest published work, on 
technological change, was cited widely and included in two anthologies; the same happened to 
later articles on trading stamps and accounting. Her 1972 article "Economics, Sex, and Gender" 
is still read and used by instructors trying to eradicate bias in the teaching of economics. In 
1972 she published the first figures on women's earnings as a contribution to family income; her 
estimates led to the regular tabulation of such figures by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. In 1977 
she was the first to present data showing how many families were "typical" (man supporting a 
wife and two children.) In the early eighties she produced figures on the number of children 
in poverty, and was the first analyst to look at the income effects of the minimum wage using 
actual data from the CPS. Her concern with the quality of data parallels her concern that most 
economists don't know enough about data. Bostonians are familiar with her column on 
economic issues in the Boston Globe. 

Professor Bell also has a long history of service to corporate and advisory boards: she was a 
member of the Board of Trustees of TIAA, of the Tuck Graduate School gf ~"siness at 
Dartmouth, of the Committee on Social Sciences and Education at the National Academy of 
Sciences, and of the Executive Committee of the AEA. Much of this activity followed her 
identification with CSWEP, which, Professor Bell insists, developed from the efforts of young 
women graduate students in economics, particularly at Yale, 

The group included Peggy Howard, who had studied at Wellesley with Professor Bell, and who 
with Heidi Hartmann, Francine Blau, and others. launched an attempt to have the AEA take 
steps to encourage women in economics. Their resolution at the 1970 convention, askmg for 
a session on the role of women in econon~ic life, was withdrawn after President-elect Galbraith 
promised that such programming was already planned. 

- 

The idea meshed with Bell's effort, in 1971, to find women who could be asked to write papers 
and lead discussions for the 1972 AEA program in answer to President-elect Kenneth Arrow's 
complaint that he didn't know of qualified women economists. By canvassing some 250 women 
(all with Ph.D. and at least 3 published articles) Professor Bell drew up a list of 175 "qualified" 
women identified by their field. 
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