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ABSTRACT

Conducting Academic Oral Presentation (AOP) is an endeavour for undergraduates although it is a 
key academic genre for undergraduates. Despite its importance, there remains a paucity of studies on 
this oral genre in the Malaysian context as shown in the body of the literature. This paper provides a 
critical review of the literature on AOP and discusses the advantages and limitations of the previous 
studies to date on this oral genre. The literature shows most studies that adopt the genre analysis 
approach typically analyse only one section of the oral genre. These studies have not examined the 
AOP rhetorical structure in totality. Moreover, studies on multimodal analysis of AOP comparing 
the verbal and non-verbal modes are limited. Only few studies have attempted to examine the 
juxtaposition of the moves, linguistic elements and the visuals. AOPs are ubiquitous for the students 
across various courses and disciplines in the university and past studies have also compared the 
differences between disciplines (Zappa-Hollman, 2007; Morita, 2000).Thus, realizing the importance 
of AOP, clearly there is a necessity to conduct more research in this area in the local context.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper reviews the literature on studies relating to AOPs. 
Academic oral presentation (henceforth AOP) is an import-
ant academic discourse for undergraduates and has been ex-
plored by several researchers. Unlike academic writing that 
has been greatly explored, less attention has been given to 
AOP (Barrett & Liu, 2016; Yang, 2014, Bu 2014; Morita, 
2004, Carter-Thomas & Rowley-Jolivet, 2003; Ventola et al, 
2002; Zappa-Hollman, 2001). This is because of the dialogic 
nature of the oral presentation and difficulty in collecting, 
transcribing and analysing large amounts of recorded data. 
Moreover, collecting such data is also tedious as it involves 
audio or video recording which may turn out not to be clear in 
the end. Most of the studies conducted on AOPs were main-
ly on ESL learners in foreign contexts. However, studies on 
Academic Oral Presentation in Malaysia have emerged in 
recent years. These previous studies focussed on challenges 
in giving oral presentations (Mariana & Siti Akmar, 2013; 
Noor Hashimah Abd Aziz, 2007), genre analysis of Question 
& Answer sessions of AOP (Seliman and Noor Izzati, 2010), 
genre analysis of engineering oral presentations (Seliman, 
1996) and communication apprehension (Suryani Sabri & 
Teah 2014; Mohd Azrizal, 2014; Noor Raha & Sarjit, 2011). 
Studies to date which have been conducted at the tertiary 
level have focused on various aspects such as feedback, as-
sessments, anxiety, rhetorical structure, linguistic features, 
challenges and oral communication needs. Whereas the past 
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studies have been valuable in their own way, the focus has 
been mainly on one section of the AOP genre. There are 
very limited studies that have examined the whole rhetorical 
structure of the AOP which includes the introduction, body, 
conclusion and question and answer sessions. By establish-
ing the rhetorical structure in totality it helps academics to 
acquaint their students with the oral discourse. The verbal 
and non-verbal modes are also important when analysing the 
generic characterization of the AOP. By having these ele-
ments analysed alongside the moves, it provides a whole-
some or comprehensive picture of the AOP genre.

This paper focuses on studies on AOP from a genre per-
spective. Through a review of such studies, the themes and 
limitations of past studies and suggestions for further re-
search are given. In order to know more about AOP, it will 
be appropriate to establish a description of this oral genre in 
the following section.

DEFINITION OF AOP

Academic oral presentation is an academic discourse 
which is conducted in the university to show undergrad-
uates’ understanding of a subject to the audience. Within 
the English language course (EAP, EOP or ESP) and disci-
pline-based courses offered at universities, the AOP is used 
as part of the assessment, present research projects, and 
socialize students into the academic discourse community 
(Zareva, 2011; Duff, 2010; Zappa-Hollman, 2007; Morita, 
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2000). Academic oral presentations have been defined by 
various scholars. The definition of the term AOP in this 
study refers to any oral presentation where the undergrad-
uates have to present on a given topic in their classrooms. 
Ming (2005) defined oral presentation as ‘partly spoken 
and partly visual form of communication’ (p.118) which 
usually has a time limit and happens in organizational set-
tings. Likewise, Baker (2000) claims oral presentations 
are like formal conversations which are structured and 
have a time frame. Presenters can use visual aids in their 
presentations and at the end respond to questions given 
by the audience. Morita (2000) describes AOPs as ‘rou-
tined’ activities in university and are established as a for-
mal oral assessment to show the development of certain 
skills. For Mandal (2000) oral presentations are ‘speech 
in a business, technical, professional or scientific environ-
ment’(p.8). Oral presentations are like lectures, a mono-
logic discourse that deals with information transfer and 
have informal and conversational expressions of seminars 
(Hyland, 2009). He further adds that such presentations 
are usually very informal, audience friendly and extremely 
challenging for non-native English speakers. In brief, AOP 
for undergraduates is a classroom genre where students are 
expected to display their knowledge of the discipline as 
expected by the discourse community. The following sec-
tions provide a critical overview of issues that have been 
studied by scholars regarding AOP.

BENEFITS OF AOP

There are enormous benefits of AOP as shown in the litera-
ture. Among the benefits of oral presentations is the use of 
the four language skills (Al Issa & Al-Qutban, 2010; King, 
2002). It prepares students for real life or for the job mar-
ket in the future. Zappa-Hollman (2001) and Morita (2000) 
report how academic presentations help students gain 
membership and competence within their academic com-
munities. For Girard, Pinar and Trupp (2011), AOPs allow 
students to interact and be more active in the classroom 
thus motivating them to learn English. AOP gives practice 
in speaking as students are compelled to communicate with 
others and learn from them. Similarly, Hovane (2007) con-
curs that such oral task can also provide opportunities for 
students to have control of content as well as the flow of 
the classroom. This leads to autonomous learning (King, 
2002).

Additionally, AOP can motivate students to communicate 
and enable them to transfer their knowledge in regards to 
academic communication to the outside world (Zivkovic, 
2015; Zareva, 2009). Various studies have shown how AOP 
enhances teamwork (Yang, 2010; Chou, 2011 and Zivkov-
ic, 2014). Other benefits include develop confidence (King, 
2002; Nor Fathiah and Gurnam, 2013), provide authentic 
practice of English and improve their communication skills. 
Finally, undergraduates benefit from oral presentations 
which help them develop and integrate soft skills such as 
team work, critical thinking skills, presentation skills, leader-
ship skills, time management skills and interpersonal skills.

CHALLENGES IN AOP

Despite being prevalent, many ESL undergraduates consider 
AOP as one of the most challenging academic tasks. Various 
studies have reported on the challenges faced by students 
in giving oral presentations (Ferris and Tagg, 1996; Weiss-
berg; 1993; Tracy, 1997; Morita, 2000; King; 2002; Otoshi 
and Hefferman, 2008; Yang, 2010, Bankowski, 2010; Chen, 
2011; Noor Raha and Sarjit, 2011; Hafner & Miller, 2011; 
Mahani, et al (2014). This oral discourse is reported to be the 
most stressful communicative event as studies have indicat-
ed (Vitasari et al, 2010; Noor Raha & Sarjit, 2011; Suryani 
Sabri & Teah, 2014). The most difficult part is presenting 
in English especially for those less proficient students who 
eventually end up reading from the visuals. Thus language 
deficiency is one of the main challenges for ESL students 
in AOPs. No doubt being an effective presenter depends on 
natural ability, however, the more the presenter practices the 
better the speaker becomes. Weisseberg (1993) contended 
that lack of linguistic knowledge was among the challenges 
faced by NNS in his study. Hence, they tend to resort to L1 
when explaining as Huang (2006) revealed in his study.

Another challenge in AOP is speech anxiety. Various 
studies have investigated this aspect of oral presentations. 
Noor Raha and Sarjit’s (2011) study on technical oral pre-
sentation among Malaysian engineering undergraduates 
found that students’ self-perception of low English language 
proficiency led to high levels of anxiety. They reported that 
anxiety was also caused by limited technical knowledge of 
the subject and the audience. Students’ lack of academic and 
research training also contributed to high anxiety in AOPs.

Lack of confidence to speak in English in AOPs imposes 
the greatest challenge for ESL learners. They lack the confi-
dence to speak to a live audience where they have to respond 
spontaneously to questions. (Morita, 2000; Woodrow, 2006; 
Vitasari et al, 2010; Noor Raha & Sarjit, 2011). Studies show 
how the students find it challenging to engage with the au-
dience in discussions (Weissberg, 1993; Zappa-Hollman, 
2007; Yang, 2010, Aguilar, 2004). They feel under great 
pressure because of the presence of experts. The students 
also dread Q & A sessions in oral presentations as they fear 
being asked questions while the audience too does not know 
how to ask questions and just kept quiet (Seliman and Noor 
Izzati, 2010, Nor Fathiah and Gurnam, 2013). There are also 
incorrect pronunciation woes among ESL learners in relation 
to AOPs.

Other challenges in AOP include working in groups 
(Chou, 2011), choosing appropriate topic and making notes 
(Yang, 2010), foreign culture (Yang 2010; Morita, 2004; 
Zappa-Hollman, 2001) and differences in expectations of 
student AOP between language instructors and content ex-
perts (Ferris, and Tagg, 1996; Weisseberg, 1993; Bhattacha-
ryya & Zullina, 2012). What past studies indicate about oral 
presentations is that this genre is challenging for ESL learn-
ers and is even more demanding as nowadays undergradu-
ates are expected to employ technology and thus have attrac-
tive visuals. Eventually, students end up spending more time 
preparing for their visuals (Yates and Orlikowski, 2007) or 
depend on them greatly if they have language deficiencies. 
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This then defeats the purpose of AOP which is for under-
graduates to communicate effectively and confidently to an 
audience. Studies on AOP have adopted the genre approach, 
multimodality approach or corpus analysis approach to anal-
yse this discourse. The following section briefly provides the 
literature of the genre analysis approach.

ANALYSIS OF ACADEMIC ORAL 
PRESENTATION AS A GENRE
Genre refers to spoken or written discourse with or without 
literary aspirations (Swales, 1990, p.35). He defines genre as 
a communicative event with a set of communicative purpos-
es established by expert members of the discourse communi-
ty in which it occurs. This term was later expanded by Bhatia 
(1993) which includes target audience, form, medium, and 
content which has an influence on a genre. In the genre anal-
ysis approach important terms are ‘move’ and ‘sub-move’ or 
‘step’. A ‘move is a part of a spoken or written text to fulfil a 
communicative purpose and is defined as a basic unit for an-
alysing text. A ‘step’ is similar to a move but Swales used the 
term ‘sub-moves’ in his model which is similar in function. 
Thompson (1994) uses the term ‘function’ and ‘sub-func-
tions’ in her study on academic lectures while Bhatia (1993) 
uses the term ‘strategy’ used by a speaker or writer. Howev-
er, these terms have almost similar connotations.

Genre analysis has focused mainly on academic writing 
and less on AOP. In the last two decades, ESP studies fo-
cussed more on written text rather than spoken text. Hewings 
(2002) believes this could be due to the difficulties in data 
collection and analysis. He reports that ESP research on writ-
ten text is far more than spoken text whereby 86% is written 
and 14% is spoken data. Dudley-Evans (2004) admits lack 
of such spoken data can be problematic. A point highlighted 
by Hewings (2002) was that in most target situations, speech 
is more important for example, listening to lectures, partici-
pating in seminars, and giving oral presentations. However, 
most genre studies have focused more on written text. A few 
studies on oral discourse especially oral presentations have 
been conducted based on the Swales (1990) genre approach.

Drawing on this notion of genre, Swales CARS frame-
work has been adapted and applied by various scholars for 
exploring rhetorical moves in oral genre. Examples of spo-
ken genres that have been examined are rhetorical structure 
of conference presentations (Dubois, 1980), introductions to 
university lectures (Thompson, 1994; Yaakob, 2013), lecture 
and poster sessions at conferences (Shalom, 1993), question 
and answer sessions in oral presentation (Seliman & Noor 
Izzati, 2010), introduction section of conference presenta-
tion (Rowley-Jolivet & Carter Thomas 2005), engineering 
oral presentation (Seliman, 1996), body section of oral re-
ports (Seliman and Irwan Affendi, 2010) and conclusions of 
presentations (Kite, 2008).

RHETORICAL MOVES IN ACADEMIC ORAL 
PRESENTATIONS
Studies on rhetorical structure of oral presentations show 
differences in the introductions of conference presentations, 

lectures, and classroom presentations. Two studies on con-
ference presentations closest to the present study are Dubois 
(1980) and Rowley-Jolivet & Carter-Thomas (2005). Du-
bois’s (1980) study was the pioneer in establishing rhetorical 
structure of oral presentations in a biomedical conference. 
Her study focused on the introduction, body and termination 
sections minus the question and answer session. The follow-
ing moves were identified in her study.

For Rowley-Jolivet and Carter-Thomas (2005) AOPs have 
different rhetorical structure, vocabulary choice and style of 
delivery compared to other oral genres such as lectures, sem-
inars or defense papers. For conference presentations, Row-
ley-Jolivet and Carter-Thomas (2005) established a clear rhe-
torical structure for the introduction section. In their study, 44 
oral presentations at international scientific conferences by 
native speakers in three disciplines (geology, medicine, and 
physics) were analysed. Nine physics presentations were also 
compared with their corresponding published articles in the 
conference proceedings. The syntactic patterns of the written 
and verbal modes were compared and they found that confer-
ence presentations require certain structures. The rhetorical 
structure of conference presentation introduction pioneered 
by them has the following moves.

Moves of Biomedical Speeches by Dubois (1980) 

Moves in Introduction Section of Conference 
Presentations by Rowley-Jolivet & Carter-Thomas (2005)
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This model was based on Swales (1990) CARS frame-
work for research articles (RA) introductions. As shown 
above, there are three moves in the introduction of the con-
ference presentations (CP). Move A ‘Setting Up the Frame-
work’ has two sub-moves which are crucial in the CP context 
as there is a live audience. In the first sub-move ‘Interper-
sonal Framework’ there are two steps. The ‘Listener Orien-
tation’ step is to address the audience, conference chairman, 
organisers, greeting and thanking them while ‘acknowledge-
ments’ step is to thank the collaborators, companies or agen-
cies who funded the research. The ‘Discourse Framework’ 
sub-move is to signal the organization of the oral presenta-
tion. This move is crucial as listeners need cues when listen-
ing and processing heavy information within the constraints 
of time. Thus, ‘Announce the topic’ and ‘outlining structure’ 
of talk can indicate to audience the topic that will be pre-
sented and aspects to be covered in the talk. For Move B 
‘Contextualising the topic’ includes references to other talks 
in similar conference context or other research contexts gen-
erally. However, they caution the use of lengthy literature 
review as audience in conferences are mainly interested in 
knowing the latest information on a given topic. Moreover, 
there is time constraint in such conferences. In Move C ‘Re-
search Rationale’ the three sub-moves concern the motiva-
tion of the research, the importance of the research and the 
goal of the research.

Another study which also investigated the rhetorical 
structure of oral presentation based on Swales moves is 
by Seliman (1996). Her study comprised 68 oral presen-
tations by both novices and experts from the engineering 
discourse community. What is novel about Seliman’s study 
is her move structure included the introduction, body and 
termination sections of the engineering oral presentation. In 
her study, for the introduction section she adopted Dubois’ 
(1980) model, with some additional steps and reconstructed 
them. Very few studies have examined the body section of 
the oral genre. Seliman (1996) looked at rhetorical structure 
of engineering oral presentations. For the moves in the body 
of classroom oral presentation based on the literature review, 
it shows that the moves are determined by the content of the 
task. Seliman (1996) in her study on engineering students 
provided the following moves:

In another study, Mariana (2010) analysed the moves of 
oral presentations of 23 engineering graduates from four dif-
ferent faculties undergoing industrial training. She analysed 
the moves based on Seliman’s (1996) moves and sub-moves. 
According to her, most engineering oral presentations ad-
hered to the format prescribed for the introduction and ter-
mination sections where sub-moves such as ‘greeting the au-
dience’ in the introduction section and ‘thanking audience’ at 
the termination section were relatively fixed. However, she 
highlights that it was not easy to determine the moves and 
sub-moves in the body or content section of the oral pre-
sentations mainly because of the differences in the require-
ments of the tasks set by the faculty. Thus, she claims that 
the moves in the body section relied on the requirement of 
the tasks as outlined in the assessment criteria. Overall, she 
concludes that students had knowledge of the structure of 

the engineering oral presentations or the ‘script knowledge’ 
thus they adhered to the prescribed moves that were fixed in 
a linear form from introduction, body, conclusion, and ter-
mination.

A study by Seliman and Irwan Affendi (2010) also inves-
tigated moves in the body section of oral presentation among 
engineering students. Based on their study the following 
moves were established.

In short, the studies that investigated the move of the 
body of oral presentations indicate that the moves are es-
tablished based on the task or content of the task. There are 
no standardised fixed moves for this section of the AOP 
genre unlike the introduction, discussion or closing sections. 
Hence, most previous studies on rhetorical structure of the 
AOP have not examined this part of the oral genre.

For the pre-closing and closing section of the oral pre-
sentation, Kite (2008) establishes the following moves for an 
academic conference involving engineers.

Seliman’s (1996) model of the conclusion section which 
she refers to as ‘termination’ has more moves and sub-moves 
and is considered more comprehensive than the model by 
Kite (2008). The termination moves identified and reported 
in her study are ‘checking the time’, ‘hinting the coming of 
the end of the oral presentation’, ‘looking forward’, ‘tying 
up’ and ‘orientating the listeners’. The moves in her termi-
nation or conclusion section are more detailed unlike Kite’s 
(2008) model.

In another study, Seliman and Noor Izzati (2010) con-
ducted a study on moves in Question and Answer sessions of 

 Moves in the Body of Engineering Oral Presen-tations

 Moves in Body of Oral Presentations (Seliman & Irwan 
Affendi, 2010)
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oral presentations. They found that there were differences in 
moves in the Q & A session of 44 undergraduates from two 
different faculties enrolled in an English language course. 
The researchers conclude that there are specific moves uti-
lised during the Q & A session and this should be highlighted 
to undergraduates. They have identified the following moves 
in their study:

In another study, Aguilar (2004) investigates moves in 
peer seminar and reports that there is a pre-introduction 
move unlike other genres. Thus, she proposes a structure for 
the peer seminar which she claims is a hybrid of the lec-
ture, the written research article and conference presentation. 
A recent study by Yu-jung and Hung-Tzu (2015) on 58 talks 
from TED conferences, examined moves with corpus based 
approach. Some of the setting in these studies is in the pro-
fessional context such as conferences. In such situations, 
presenters are generally aware of the moves and being pro-
fessionals they have less qualms. Adversely, classroom stu-
dent AOPs are in an academic setting which involves nov-
ices and their instructors, who are also from the academic 
setting. The past studies reported mainly on AOPs involving 
professionals. Arguably, studies on AOP in an ESL context 
is scant.

The following table (See Table 1) summarizes the related 
studies on genre approach to oral presentations, poster 
presentations and seminars that involve students as presenters.

Other academic genres such as lectures have been 
analysed based on their functions and sub-functions or 
stages (Thompson, 1994; Lee, 2009 and Yaakob, 2013 on 
lecture introductions, Cheng, 2012 on lecture closings; 

Lee, 2016 on classroom lessons). Lectures are considered 
academic oral presentations but they involve academics 
and not students hence the rhetorical structure of the lec-
ture genre is for obvious reasons different from students 
presentations.

There are a number of drawbacks in the previous re-
search. First, most of the genre studies covered only one 
section of the academic oral presentation. Most studies only 
seem to focus on introductions as it is easier to apply Swale-
sian moves. The moves of the AOP genre in social sciences 
were barely studied in totality. Secondly, the studies were 
mainly based on scientific disciplines or very discipline spe-
cific. Thirdly, most research have focused on conferences, 
graduate seminars, defense sessions where both presenters 
and audience are professionals, unlike classroom student 
presentations where the presenters, as well as the audience, 
are peers and novices. In other words more studies on pro-
fessional setting and less on academic setting. Thus, the 
studies that investigated rhetorical structure of classroom 
student presentations are limited and those in the body 
of literature do not indicate if there are differences in the 
moves for AOPs in different courses. After all, the way one 
discipline uses a genre is not the same as another discipline 
using the similar genre. Moreover, it is important to inves-
tigate to what extent the generic competence acquired are 
transferable from one course to other courses in the disci-
pline such as, in an EAP course to a discipline-based course. 
This is essential to help undergraduates gain success in the 
academia. Past studies lack this delineation which is very 
much needed.

Most studies conducted on academic oral presentations 
involved individual oral presentations (Rowley_Jolivet & 
Carter-Thomas, 2005; Seliman 1996, Yaakob, 2013). How-
ever there are also studies that have investigated group pre-
sentations (Chou, 2011; Seliman & Izzati, 2010; Zappa-Hol-
lman, 2007; Morita, 2000). Previous studies on group oral 
presentations were either based on a discourse socialization 
perspective or focused on one section of the AOP. In group 
presentations there would be a transitional phase when 
speakers end their part of the presentation and hand over to 
the next speaker to continue. Seliman (1996) refers to the 
‘transitional phase’ move in her Q and A section when a pre-
sentation ends and the ‘questioning’ move begins. However, 
previous studies have not reported on such moves which oc-
cur in the AOP. This is important to note as in group presen-
tations there could be additional moves in the AOP rhetorical 
structure.

LINGUISTIC FEATURES IN AOP
In any oral or written genre, a presenter or writer needs to 
know the suitable linguistic expressions and effective strat-
egies used to make their audience or readers understand the 
flow of the text. In AOPs, how presenters move from one 
slide to another can confuse audience (Anthony et al, 2007). 
In this regard, the choice of linguistic expressions can ensure 
smooth and clear AOPs. Thus, the linguistic features to re-
alise the moves in the oral genre are equally important. Stu-
dents need more specific language guidelines (Barrett & Liu, 

Moves in Closing Section of Oral Presentations

Moves in Q & A Session of Oral Presentations
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2016) and few studies have investigated linguistic features 
in AOP among ESL learners. Previous studies that have in-
vestigated linguistic features in the oral genre include Row-
ley-Jolivet and Carter-Thomas (2005), Thompson (1994), 
Weissberg (1993), Cheng (2012), Zareva (2009, 2011, 2016), 
Fernandez-Polo (2014) and, Lee and Subtirelu (2015). These 
studies looked at formulaic expressions, lexical bundles, 
metadiscourse markers, stance, inversions, clauses, passive 
structures, personal pronouns, pseudo-clefts, adverbials, 
multi-word verbs and transition signals.

However, researchers have not investigated the use of 
metadiscourse features in academic oral genre such as AOPs 
in much detail. Metadiscourse studies in oral genre conduct-
ed to date include EAP lessons and university lectures (Lee 
& Subtirelu, 2015), text structuring (Thompson, 2003), sig-
nalling transitions in OPs (Anthony et al, 2007; Kibler et 
al 2013,), interpersonal features in lectures (Lee, 2009; Mo-
rell, 2007), academic conference (Thompson, 2003), stance 
in academic speech (Yang, 2014), interactive strategies in 
students’ academic presentations (Magnuczne Godo, 2011). 
Evidence suggests that metadiscourse features benefit listen-
ers who can comprehend information presented (Bu, 2014; 
Hyland, 2005). Therefore, exploring metadiscourse features 
in undergraduates’ AOPs is needed to help them be better 
presenters. For Mauranen (2010), the role of metadiscourse 
is more crucial in spoken genre than written genre as man-
aging spoken interaction is greater in ‘real time’ in front of 
audience. Thus, studies relating to linguistic features such 
as metadiscourse markers are equally important. Similarly 
formulaic expressions and lexical bundles are valuable for 
AOP and researchers have examined these in their studies 
(Lee, 2016; Yaakob, 2013).

In brief, the studies in the body of literature indicate the 
various specific linguistic features analysed in AOPs. Among 
the drawbacks of these studies is a tendency to analyse the 
linguistic features in certain sections of the genre while there 
are some that focused on certain features in the whole genre. 
The approach in analysing linguistic features also differed 
where some adopted the SFL approach and some used a cor-
pus analysis approach. When it comes to AOPs, interest in 
interpersonal and interactive features is more prevalent as 
this is an integral factor that differentiates the oral genre from 
a written genre. In AOPs, the speakers have to deal with a 
live audience and have to make linguistic choices in order to 
connect with the audience. The linguistic realisations of each 
move in the AOP rhetorical structure should be highlighted 
to help speakers who are novices as they need the linguis-
tic scaffolding. Thus, the shortcomings of the studies in the 
literature include analysis of linguistic elements in only one 
section of the AOP genre and looking at a specific linguis-
tic feature such as adverbials, pronouns, and metadiscourse 
markers individually in all sections of the genre. It is suggest-
ed that studies on AOP should attempt to analyse the genre as 
a whole in order to widen the avenues for analysis.

VISUALS IN AOP
In oral presentations, a key component is visuals. The ad-
vent of technology affects AOPs as presenters nowadays are 

expected to deliver their speech using multimedia such as 
powerpoint software, videos, images and pictures (Bloch, 
2013). Hence the emergence of the multimodality approach 
in AOPs. This approach to discourse examines how the vari-
ous modes such as visuals, verbal, sounds, and gestures play 
a part to create a text. The visual mode is similar to verbal 
mode (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, 2006). Visuals or im-
ages can capture attention of audience and convey a mes-
sage effectively. Apart from verbal mode, the written, the 
non-verbal material and body language mode combination is 
used in oral presentations (Morell, 2015).

The importance of visuals in oral presentations is advo-
cated by Dubois (1980) in her study on the use of slides in 
biomedical speeches. Slides display important information 
of the content of the speech which is not verbally delivered, 
reinforce important information and provide visual interest 
(Dubois, 1980). This was followed by more studies examin-
ing the use of visuals in oral presentations among them by 
Rowley-Jolivet (2002; 2012), Tardy (2005), Zareva (2013) 
and Morell (2015). The comparison between the visuals in 
PPT slides and verbal mode have also been examined to 
evaluate the effectiveness of visuals.

In her study, Rowley-Jolivet, (2002) examined visuals in 
scientific conference presentations in various areas. In total, 
2048 visuals were examined and she classified them into 
four types of visuals namely scriptural, numerical, figurative 
and graphical. The most common visual form was scriptur-
al visuals in scientific conferences as findings revealed. She 
highlights the importance of visuals and claims they depict 
the particular genre whether spoken or written. She con-
cludes comprehension is greatly improved if focus is given 
to the visual conventions specific to the spoken genre and 
to the discipline. Visuals play a pertinent role in scientific 
discourse to provide information which is otherwise difficult 
to transmit via linguistic way.

Wecker (2012) and Rowley-Jolivet, (2012) investigated 
spoken text and written text on slides in academic context. 
Ayad and Akbar (2014) attempted to establish the generic 
structure of PPT presentations in a defense sessions Their 
study demonstrates differences in PPT conference presen-
tations and PPT defense session presentations where some 
moves based on Swales (1990) CARS model are present in 
conference presentations but are absent in defense session. 
In their study, they also reported that presenters relied on 
visuals to illustrate their findings. Rowley-Jolivet (2015) 
examined conference presentations and their correspond-
ing proceedings articles in engineering discipline and report 
how quantifiable data is handled differently in both spoken 
and written form. The visuals support numerical informa-
tion which is complex for speakers to verbally comment and 
presenters have to select the numerical information for the 
audience and not bore them. Morell (2015) also compared 
oral presentations of hard sciences and soft sciences disci-
plines through a multimodal approach and showed that the 
hard sciences used more non-verbal resources while those in 
soft sciences used more verbal mode. She concurs that visu-
als can support the speaker, enhance verbal elaboration, used 
as a decorative or to contextualize the topic. These studies 
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conclude that visuals play a significant role in oral presen-
tations. In a recent study, Mestre-Mestre (2015) shows how 
students use different strategies when combining texts and 
images for communicating and depend on images mainly 
when they have to explain difficult concepts. She asserts that 
visuals are pertinent to support the delivery mode.

Based on past studies, it is evident that with digital tech-
nology, speakers are expected to use not just verbal mode 
but the visual mode in their AOPs. The studies show that the 
most common visual mode is the use of powerpoint slides. 

Additionally, past studies have also reported on the types of 
visuals and their functions. Comparisons in the use of visuals 
between hard sciences and soft sciences have been made but 
not between courses. Another limitation is that the visuals in 
the AOPs examined were mainly from the science discipline. 
Very few studies have scarcely compared the differences in 
the verbal commentary and corresponding visuals against 
the moves in the rhetorical structure of the AOP. Visuals are 
part of the generic structure of AOPs and given the role that 
visuals play, there are still a dearth of studies in analysing 

Table 1. Overview of the studies on genre approach to academic oral presentations
Author Year Type of oral genre Scope of study
Dubois 1980 Conference presentation Rhetorical structure
Dubois 1985 Poster session
Weissberg 1993 Graduate seminar Observation of features
Seliman 1996 Engineering oal presentation Rhetorical structure
Aguilar 2004 Peer seminar Rhetorical structure
Rowley-Jolivet & Carter Thomas 2005 Conference presentation Rhetorical structure

Use of pronouns
Kite 2008 Academic conference Rhetorical structure closing session language pattern
Morton 2009 Student presentation Rhetorical structure
Wulff et al. 2009 Conference presentation Rhetorical structure discussion session
Seliman & Irwan Affendi 2010 Classroom oral presentations Rhetorical structure body session
Seliman & Noor Izzati 2010 Classroom oral presentations Rhetorical structure question & answer session
Mariana Yusoff 2010 Technical oral presentation Rhetorical structure
Yu-jung & Hung-Tzu 2015 Conference presentation Rhetorical structure

Table 2. Overview of the studies on visuals in academic oral presentations 
Author Year Findings
Dubois 1980 Visuals can stand alone or accompany texts depending on the speaker’s intentions
Rowley-Jolivet 2002 Non-verbal materials are used to structure discourse and express logical relations to 

facilitate communication and create relationship with audience
Charles & Ventola 2002 Slides used as illustrations in humanities while those from physical sciences used as 

evidence providers
Tardy 2005 PPT Slides project disciplinarity and individuality
Wecker 2012 Concise slides with limited information have positive effects on audience’s retention
Rowley-Jolivet 2012 Slides contain highly condensed expression while the presenter’s verbal commentaries 

are much more extended
Querul-Julian & Fortanet-Gomez 2012 Non-linguistic features used by speakers are important to express evaluation in 

discussion sessions in conference presentations
Zareva 2013 The students stayed close to the norms of written genres to appear more scholarly 
Ayad & Akbar 2014 Variations in genre of PPT defense session presentations occur as a result of 

community expectations and conventions, use of various modes, time and context of 
presentation.
The majority of the slides were scriptural style. The students lack skill for designing 
PPT slides.

Morell 2015 The combination of various modes makes oral presentations effective. Visuals 
compensate lack of language deficiency.

Rowley-Jolivet 2015 Quantifiable data is handled differently in academic spoken and written text. Complex 
data is produced via visuals.

Mestre-Mestre 2015 Images are used to support verbal delivery especially for explaining abstracts or 
difficult concepts
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the moves across the slides, comparing the differences in 
content in visuals and the verbal commentary of AOPs, how 
students prepare the PPT slides, the problems they face in 
preparing the slides and, how they link with other resources 
such as videos.

Table 2 summarizes the studies on the use of vi-suals in 
oral presentations.

There have also been studies that investigated the ef-
fect of PPT presentation on students learning and attitudes 
to their confidence (Song, 2013; Ang & Mariam, 2014; Pu-
vaneswary, 2016). The study by Ang and Mariam (2014) 
investigated the effect of visual design in PPT slides on stu-
dents’ engagement and satisfaction and found that learners 
have a higher engagement and satisfaction level in lecture 
sessions when presented a visually designed presentation. 
Puvaneswary (2016) employed the ‘Pecha Kucha’ (PK) or 
‘chitchat’ Japanese style of PPT presentation to enhance oral 
presentation skills among university students and findings 
indicated the PK style though successful was challenging 
for the low proficiency level students. Students also have 
difficulty in preparing PPT slides and organizing content in 
slides (Mahfoodh, 2014). Thus, learners should be taught the 
skills in preparing and delivering PPT oral presentations.

Nevertheless, the previous studies mentioned have their 
shortcomings. Firstly, most of the visuals examined were 
used in conferences or defence sessions and not classroom 
student presentations. For classroom presentations, there 
were no indications given as to whether visuals formed part 
of the assessment criteria whereby marks were awarded for 
visuals. If they were included, then to what extent would 
they contribute towards the whole activity as a lot of time is 
spent in preparing visuals to the point that speakers might 
not have adequate time to rehearse their AOPs. Having only 
good visuals is insufficient as students also need to have the 
art of speaking and engaging with audience. Tufte (2003), 
one of the main critics of visuals, claims that information 
may be filtered when it is broken into segments to fit the 
bulleted point frame of the slides. In classroom presenta-
tions, this obviously is a major concern to students. Al-
though students are required to use PPT slides, past studies 
do not report how they prepare PPT slides, how they con-
dense information and avoid displaying chunks of informa-
tion on their slides. As such, unnecessary information need 
not be displayed as overloading of information can put off 
the audience. Moreover, if content is weak, it might bore 
the audience. The readily available standard template does 
not help as limited content can go on one slide and having 
too many slides again will not attract the audience. Other 
aspects in relation to AOP such as role of peers and instruc-
tors, student attitudes, metacognitive strategies employed to 
address problems in AOP are also important. Past studies 
show how students worked collaboratively and negotiated 
with their peers and instructors to accomplish tasks and gain 
confidence in their AOPs (Morita, 2000, 2004; Kobayashi, 
2005; Chou, 2011). As Morita (2000) aptly states, acquiring 
academic discourse is not a simple process of acquisition of 
skills and knowledge but a complex process where students 
have to negotiate, interact with peers and instructors. More-

over, the use of metacognitive strategies helped novices to 
perform well (Huang, 2006) in terms of topic selection, use 
of effective visuals, appropriate openings, and organization 
of presentation. Yang (2010) concurs that the use of slide 
visuals is one of the learning strategies in AOP. The impor-
tance of not only visuals but other non-verbal features such 
as hand gestures, body posture, intonation, typology of vi-
suals which co-occur with AOP (Hood & Forey, 2005) and 
engage audience (Forey & Feng, 2016) need to be consid-
ered.

CONCLUSION
An important observation from the literature review is that 
AOP is neglected in terms of genre analysis. This is per-
plexing as there are many studies on oral genres such as 
lectures, seminars, conference presentations, poster pre-
sentations, business presentations, classroom presenta-
tions, and technical oral presentations. In addition, genre 
analysis adopted by most studies have analysed only one 
section of the genre except for a few that analysed the rhe-
torical moves in all sections of the AOP genre. Generally 
the studies show that the AOP rhetorical structure includes 
the introduction, body, conclusion and Q & A sections. 
There are obligatory and optional moves which are to be 
followed in a linear process but the moves are not rigid 
similar to other genres. In terms of the linguistic elements 
more studies are being conducted based on the corpus anal-
ysis approach. Perhaps this is to avoid biasness in the data 
analysis Moreover, minimal studies have looked at visu-
als in AOP. Those that did have only managed to look at 
one aspect of the visuals, the content of the PPT slides, the 
typology features (font, colour, use of animations), or the 
visuals and their corresponding verbal commentary. Find-
ings of previous studies did not show if students received 
training in preparing visuals and to what extent they have 
technical knowledge in preparing PPT slides. It seems it is 
usually the case of relying on others or learning on their 
own. Technology has a profound effect on AOPs, thus as 
Duff (2010) postulates, studies should be conducted in both 
the visual and verbal modes in AOP. However, future stud-
ies in AOP need to show how visuals are prepared when 
investigating AOPs. By doing so, the duration in preparing 
visuals, reading materials and making notes for content of 
the slides, the technical features, and rehearsals conducted 
using visuals can be known. This will show if visuals are to 
support and not substitute the presenter. Finally, future re-
search could also investigate moves in group presentations. 
To conclude, future studies need to explore in totality the 
rhetorical structure of the AOPs, that is, all the sections of 
the genre and the non-verbal aspects such as body language 
and corresponding visuals.
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