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COMMON SOCIO-CULTURAL PITFALLS TO AVOID
IN CONDUCTING PRESENTATIONS IN ENGLISH
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The article focuses on the common socio-culturdblis made by Russian students while presenting in
English, such as ignoring the audience, avoiding egntact, misuse of pronouns and prepositiongsigusio
much nouns and passive verb forms, etc. The agiglgents some possible ways of avoiding thesakest

Introduction. Being human, most of us automatically assumediatultural norms are universally upheld
and we are often left confused when people dorteslour cultural axioms. People from different does see,
interpret and evaluate things in different ways.aiMils considered an appropriate behaviour in oifterreuis fre-
quently inappropriate in another one. Besidesuralldifferences affect the norms of various foohsommunica-
tion. When we speak in public, much of our sucdiesadapting to the audience hinges on establisbimgmon
ground and drawing on common experience. So a simgrview of basic cultural assumptions would beugh
to give us the knowledge to avoid most serious onisaunications [1].

Many authors (G. Pavlovskaya, G. Elizarova, J. @otnfA. Wallwork) notice that Russian-speaking pre-
senters, however, tend to have some difficultiefollowing socio-cultural features that characterthe Anglo-
American speech behavior. Unawareness of crosarauldifferences is the main reason for the typsmdio-
cultural pitfalls. According to G. Pavlovskaya, atbss cultural pitfalls can be divided into 3 gyeuverbal (con-
cerning the usage of the English language), nobal¢dealing with non-verbal behaviour) and sutba&(consid-
ering contact with the audience, politeness andaanfor the listener/ the speaker) (see table 1).

Table 1 — Groups of common socio-cultural pitfalls

Verbal pitfalls Non-verbal pitfalls Sub verbal pitfalls
- failing to use transition words; — using a monotone voice and shoiw— being impolite using imperatives
- misuse of prepositions; ing a lack of dynamism; and modals;
- using “false friends” incorrectly; | — failing to give the presentation ja — ignoring the audience, avoiding
- using nouns instead of verbs and  structure; questions
passive verb forms instead of ac— reading directly from the papey,
tive verb forms which make pres-  avoiding visual aids

entation sound awkward;
- lacking a clear focus and ignoring
time limits;
— misuse of personal pronouns;
— literal translation of idioms

Let us consider in more details the most commofallsitmade by Russian speakers while presenting in
English and the possible ways of avoiding thenthls article we are going to dwell on the mistakentioned
above in table 1, which make presentations irrgieaad confusing.

Verbal pitfalls

Failing to use transition words.It is important to guide the listeners through speken information us-
ing signposts and language signals. They give aaraetd view of the organisation of the whole pres#n or
its next section. Signposts tell the listener where are in the presentation, where you are tatliegh next and
where they have just been. Transitions may sigitiaiethe topic of the whole talk, the beginningloe end of a
section of the talk, a new point in a list, a casting point, an example, or a point of specialartance [4].

Misuse of prepositions.In Russian, the role of prepositions is partly ptaypy the language’s 6 cases, but
as English lacks a complex case system, prepcsitiake increased importance. Where English andid®uase
the same preposition in a given construction, waldvaot expect errors to occur, ergly on —paccuumsisams Ha.
However, where the languages differ, mistakes am&mommon. Let us compare the following (see tajple

Table 2 — Examples of misuse of prepositions

English Translation Russian Mistake
depend on 3aBUCETH OT depend from

refuse OTKa3aThCst OT refuse from

graduate from 3aKOHYUTh graduate __ university
divide into pa3lenuTh Ha divide on

wait for KIIATh wait _ someone
listen to CIIyHIaTh listen __ music
explain to 00BACHATH explain __ someone
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If we are able to understand where our languadgéer dive can focus on these points of divergenak an
learn the correct forms through repetition and ficac Relying on your native language instinct wispeaking
English will lead to mistakes similar to thosedidtabove. This is an entirely logical process axfisfer from the
mother tongue.

Using “false friends” incorrectly. Russian presenters often get into trouble withrttfeise friends”.
“False friends” are pairs of words in two languagfest are written or pronounced identically or $amy but
differ in meaning [5]. For example:

You should be vergccuratewith different sorts of jokes, personal storiesl @mecdotes presenting for
an international audiencéaccurate careful)

You do not need any speciastrumentsto install Power Point on your computérinstruments# tools)

If werealizeour plan till the end of the fiscal year we will Bble to break eveifrealize# fulfill)

Momentousactions should be taken to prevent terrorist ditlaémomentoust immediate)

During the lastdecadethere were 15 road accidents and their number ¢alithis week due to bad
weather conditiongdecadet ten-day period)

Using nouns instead of verbs and passive verb fornisstead of active verb forms which make pres-
entations sound awkward.Spoken English, which is quite conversational,ugegdifferent from written Eng-
lish, which is more formal. While academic and bess writing may use a lot of nouns, spoken Englaimds
more natural when you use more verbs [2]. Passinstouctions are used by English people mostly rittemn
speech. So when we speak by means of passive weigaay sound impersonal and the audience willtéail
follow us. Let us compare two versions which arggaf a speech for a presentation (see table 3):

Table 3 — Comparing two versions which are partspefech for a presentation

ORIGINAL REVISED
The main advantages of these techniques are amminior | There are two main advantages to these techniquest,
absent sample pre-treatment and a quick responsiact the sample needs very little or no pre-treatmeato&d, you
due to the relative difficulty in the interpretatiof the ob- get a quick response. Mass spectra are really harshter-
tained mass spectra, the use of multivariate amsalyg prin- | pret. So we decided to use two types of analysiacipal
cipal component analysis, and complete-linkagetetus component and complete-linkage cluster. We didatiady-
analysis of mass spectral data, that is to saydiative sis on the relative abundance of peaks. All thiamh¢hat we
abundance of peaks, was used as a tool for rapigpadm could compare, differentiate, and classify the sasp
son, differentiation, and classification of the sdes.

The original version would be difficult to undenstbeven if it were in a manuscript. The audiencelado
find it hard to assimilate so much information a&iragle time. And for the presenter, it would bedhi breathe
while saying such a long sentence (74 words!) witlzopause.

The solution is to

— split the sentence up into very short chunks (12d@anaximum) that are easy for the speaker to say
and easy for the audience to understand,;

— use more verbs (the original contains only foubsgdvut around 20 nouns);

— use the active form and personal pronouns

The revised version contains a series of shortgastaAnd the result is something that sounds naach
that the audience will enjoy listening to. If theeaker talks like in the first version he riskeahting or confus-
ing the audience.

Lacking a clear focus and ignoring time limits.As G. Elizarova says: “Russians are very much into
theory; they use a lot of historical and philosgphidigressions while talking, never coming straigh the
point” [3]. The members of the audience have tiegrictions and we should respect them. In theddnBtates
and Canada, an efficient presenter is one whosstartl finishes the presentation on time. Howevare tis
viewed differently in eastern and western cultuhen presenting in an international context, ibéiter to
consult a local partner or colleague to find outivs considered “normal”, even if it seems strangéiffers
from our own practices back home.

Misuse of personal pronounsWhile talking about personal achievements in sdfientvork, ex-
pressing personal opinion or giving recommendati@nssian and British/American presenters use differ
ent personal pronouns “I” or “we”. According to s8sdical analysis by I. Vasilieva, the most freqtigno-
noun used by Russian speakers is “we” and it f®515% of all the pronouns. While the usage of “wg"
English-speaking presenters does not exceed 3#th&r startling fact is the difference in using tro-
noun “I”: 0.5% and 69% relatively. |I. Vasilieva sathat these pronouns have different meaningsfferdi
ent cultures [7] (see table 4).

Table 4 — Cross-cultural peculiarities of usingrpons “I” and “we”
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British/American culture Russian culture
o e o we
personal autonomy team work egocentrism collectivism
. avoidin ersonal comm
personal commitment ment 9P lack of modesty modesty
being concerned with t| being unconcerned with f arroance experience and work of {
discussed issue discussed issue 9 group

Literal translation of idioms. The problem is that when Russians start literabiyslating idioms into
English it turns to be a total mess that causeesoimunderstanding. E.g.:

On ceanunca ¢ aynol # He fell down from the moen He does not understand ABC of the position, he has
no clue about something

B pybawre pooumscs # 10 be born in a shirt> to be born under the lucky star.

On cven na smom cobaky # He ate a dog on that He knows that inside out, he is an expert in that.

Although many English learners enjoy using idiothg speaker should avoid using them unless he has
mastered the use of the idiom. An idiom used irestily sounds hilarious or ridiculous and will syreletract
from the seriousness of the talk.

Non-verbal pitfalls

Using a monotone voice and showing a lack of dynasm. The voice is the primary means of commu-
nicating with the audience. No matter how interegtihe material, if you speak in a monotone voywe) will
lose your audience. An effective voice should kalyaudible and clear. Of course, voice will béeeted by
age, gender, physiology, health, motivation, ar&t paperience. Nevertheless, people of all kindslearn how
to make their voices more effective by learningwbeice production, breathing techniques, vocareises
and voice careAs well as using inappropriate tone of voice, anottommon mistake is to freeze in one spot for
the duration of your presentation. Body languagpaiots a great deal of how we communicate, and effect
quite accurately what is going on inside us. Hudes body movements and gestures (legs, armsshhedd),
posture, muscle tension, eye contact, skin coloffilughed red), even people's breathing rate ansppation. It
is important to recognize that body language may B&tween individuals, and between different aalsuand
nationalities. So it is fine to put on a "bravedagvhen you are about to do a presentation in da@leommuni-
cate excitement and passion for the subject opteseentation and to look confident. However, beogflam-
boyant with the gestures may make the audiencélaug

Failing to give the presentation a structure.The way we receive and absorb information in an ora
presentation is very different from how we getytreading a paper. When we read, we control howaas in
what order we want to absorb information. We caansthe whole paper quickly if we wish, and we ckip s
certain parts. If a written paper is well organizeg are guided by the section headings and parhgrand we
can see how the points fit together.

While watching a presentation, we have no contuaravhat or how or in what order the presenter will
give us this information. So in your preparatioverything you do should be oriented to making wy@ai say
easily and immediately understandable to the agdi¢2?]. This is achieved through a clear and Idgitaucture
of a presentation. The “classic” presentation stmecusually includes the following sections [3jtroduction,
outline, main body, summary, and conclusion. Initlduction the speaker welcomes the audienteydoces
himself and creates a positive emotional atmospHarthe outline the speaker announces the tithgéet, the
purpose, a plan of a presentation. In the main ltlbelypresenter expands more on the main parteqirésenta-
tion announced in the outline. In the summary tres@nter summarizes the key points briefly. Anthicon-
clusion the speaker gives recommendations, outletak, thanks the audience and welcomes the awalieresk
questions.

Reading directly from the paper, avoiding visual ails

English speakers usually use a written script ioleslwhich help them to memorize what to say aheac
step of their presentation. As a result Englistspntéers sound natural and do not have to read tiodeviext
from the paper. Russians, on the contrary, teralvtdd using visual aids and just read what theyeharitten
down. Consequently, their speech is less encowyagid do not attract any audience attention. [2].

Sub verbal pitfalls

Being impolite using imperatives and modalsimperative constructions and modal verbs expressing
obligation may cause offence if they are addressdtitish or American audience. So it is bettefital English
equivalents so that they sound appropriate foidBriand American listeners [8]. For instance:
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Don't ask any questions till the end of my preseoh — I'd like to ask you to hold your questions till
the end.

You must demonstrate cultural awareness if you wasticceed presenting to an international audience
— It's important to demonstrate cultural awarenesde successful presenting to an international anci.

Ignoring the audience, avoiding questionsinteraction between the speaker and the audienappi®ci-
ated and expected in America, but this is not somthe case in Russia. Meeting a person's gazaliskes a per-
sonal connection, and even a quick glance can peeple engaged, but nevertheless, “Russians asensitive to
the non-verbals and appear to be shifty-eyed”, imesitG. Elizarova [3]. Sometimes Russian spealamaunin-
terested in whether the listener understands imtésested in what they are saying; they rarely faskeedback,
while for English presenters “question time” is aie¢he most important parts of their performarideere are dif-
ferent ways of asking questions in English. Busa@ond polite and friendly to an English-speakindiance, we
should know how to ask polite questions. For exarripktead of Please, tell me..” it is better to say?Perhaps
you could tell me..."”instead of“Do you know/Have you any idea... you should say'Do you happen to
know...”; “I'd like to ask you”should be replaced B an/will you tell me.../Could you possibly tell mio you
think you could tell me.../Would you mind telling'me.

Conclusion.When you are communicating, you should always idenghe audience — and particularly
you are giving a presentation. A “professional”gaetation is one where you put the audience st think
about how the audience would most like to receiveibformation you are giving. The key to an effexpres-
entation is that you have a few main points that ywant the audience to remember and that you lgighthese
points during the presentation in an interesting.waowing as much as you can about your audiermdtsiral
background before preparing your speech will enshat you are more effective in delivering it. Skes
should be aware of cultural differences and pusfieaking traditions, demonstrate cultural awarersssrch
for and use culturally appropriate material. Itdalpractice and effort to deliver a good presamtaBut, if you
know how to avoid the pitfalls, your presentatiovit be inspiring, motivating and informative.
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