The presenters tool box

Room layouts
How a room is laid out influences how people will respond to your talk.
Sometimes, you won’t have much choice, for example at a conference. However, on
other occasions you may be asked, or you can request, how you would like the room
set up. Here are some alternatives.

Lecture style
Most conferences will be in lecture
theatres or rooms laid out in lecture
style. This is where the seats and desks
are in rows and the presenter is up at the
front usually behind a lectern or desk.
When a listener walks into a room like
this the message is “This is going to be a
lecture – like school. I’m supposed to sit
here and listen to the presenter”.

Horseshoe
The horseshoe or U shape layout is
used for many training sessions. It’s
not as formal as the lecture format and
suggests there will be some interaction,
mainly between the presenter and the
participants. The opening at the front
also lets the presenter move closer to
participants if they want.

Boardroom style
The tables are arranged into one large
boardroom style table. This suggests a
meeting type format. A problem with this
is that with big boardroom tables you
can’t see all the people down the side
you are sitting on.
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Café style or cabaret style
Here the participants sit in small
groups around tables. This format
encourages group discussion. The
expectation is that the people at
each table will interact with each
other in some way, for example,
discuss a question and report back.
An advantage of the small groups
at each table is that the quieter or
more shy participants may feel more
comfortable talking than in front of
the whole group. This format might
also work if people are from distinct
groupings, for example, have all the
PhD students at one table, all the
lecturers at another.

Prayer group
In the prayer group model there are no
tables and people sit in a circle. This
set-up can be threatening for some
people. People tend to like their desk
as a security blanket. You would use
this only for a group that is comfortable
with each other and where there is
likely to be a lot of group discussion.
This format doesn’t work well if people
have to take notes.

Very big rooms
You may have the misfortune to be assigned a very big lecture theatre, say 200 seats,
but only have a group of 15 people. If they are spread all around the theatre it will be
very hard to create any sense of energy. You can suggest that they move a bit closer
to the front. You will probably have to ask a few times as people are very reluctant to
move up.

Hide the chairs!
I once ran a course for 20 people in a room where 40 chairs had been set out.
Knowing that people would sit at the back I removed the 20 chairs from the
back and put them at the back of the room. That’ll fix them I thought. What do
you think the latecomers did? They went to the back of the room, collected
their chairs and sat even further back than the original layout! Now I physically
remove or hide the chairs!
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