General Instructions for Cases

Presentations

I require that your presentations (verbal combined with slides) contain the same information as the complete written cases, so you should use the outline that I give below as a general outline for the presentation.  The total presentation (slides and verbal explanations) will be graded for content just like a written case, so be sure your presentation is complete.

When a group is preparing a presentation, they get one consultation with me (though you may ask individual questions at any time, in class, via e-mail or a discussion board).  Normally, the consultation will occur a day or two before the presentation, giving the students time to prepare the analysis and presentation slides, but still giving them time to correct any problems I find.  I look at the slides (I do not listen to the verbal part) and make suggestions as to organization or completeness.  It is up to the group (or some portion of the group) to arrange these consultations – I will not come looking for you.  I will meet with you any time before the day of the presentation, but last minute meetings are generally a bad idea.  Face-to-face students will typically come to my office, while on-line students will typically use Centra.  Your entire group need not be present for the consultations, but students who do not attend often have a harder time with their portion of the presentation.  The consultations are simply times when I can provide focused feedback to the groups; they are not preventing you from asking questions at other times.
A presentation differs from a written case in that the explanation is given verbally while the slides (PowerPoint) present the information (definitions or data or lists).  The following will give some ideas on setting up the slides.  When I give examples, they will be suggestions that have worked for me.  My suggestions are not to be taken as the only workable format.  If you think you have a better way to present something, by all means use it.  The most important thing is that you are comfortable with the slides, and maybe I’ll learn something.

First: DO NOT EVER put a paragraph on a slide.  No one will read it and you will simply lose your audience while reading it to them.  A slide shows an outline of what you are saying or shows data that you want to talk about.  Second: slides are cheap (that’s supposed to be a joke – since we are projecting the slides, they don’t cost anything at all), so use lots of them.  A rule-of-thumb is that a slide should be projected for about 15 seconds, and then you should move on.  
When you are presenting (face-to-face), you have to interact with both the slides and the audience.  You interact with the slide first by glancing at it to get your cue as to what to say next (if you have practiced enough or have given a presentation many times, you won’t need to do this), and second by pointing (hands, pointing device, whatever) to various items on the slide to direct the audience’s attention to the point you want to make.  If you are not interacting with the slides, you might begin to wonder (and so will your audience) why you went to the bother of creating them in the first place.  You interact with the audience by facing them and talking to them.  Talking to the slide muffles your voice and bores your audience.  So, even if your back looks better than your front, face the audience.  You must be a little like a TV weatherman (weatherperson?), pointing at something without looking at it.  This takes practice.  I have a remote “clicker” to advance the slides that the face-to-face students can use.
On-line presenters may use a pointer included in Centra to direct the audience’s attention, but will probably do better to simply use more highlighting on the slides.  On-line students cannot use eye-contact, so they will have a harder time.  It is therefore that much more important to keep the audience focused by switching slides and using your voice.  Do not resort to over-decorated slides – keep the slides simple, make one point per slide, and move on to the next slide.  
When designing slides, think like a minimalist.  Certainly PowerPoint has a complete palette of colors and an entire encyclopedia of effects you can use, but all they do is detract from the information you are trying to get across.  Save the rainbows and special effects for marketing presentations.  When you are presenting an analysis, keep it simple.  I’ll even go so far as recommending you not use animation.  For the on-line students, this is necessary (Centra has a real problem with PowerPoint presentations that use animation).  Animation is cute, and fun, but distracts from the information, so leave it out.
The general format for a slide is some sort of header at the top and information (a bulleted list or a graphic, such as a table or a figure) below that.  Keep in mind that unless your audience is in tiered seating, most of them will not be able to see the bottom 25% of the slide (that is not relevant to my on-line students for this class, but is for the real world).  The header is very important – it serves the same purpose as “transition sentences” in writing (sentences that smoothly move the reader from the conclusion of the ideas of one paragraph and onto the new idea of the next paragraph, for those of you who did not have good writing teachers).  They also allow you to group a set of slides like a paragraph, and in the process, create an outline of the presentation.
Don’t make the title so huge it leaves no space for the information.  After the first slide on which a header appears (such as “Background”), reduce it in size (a LOT), add a tag (such as “Background – Data”) and move it to the upper left-hand corner of the screen.  There it can fulfill its function of transitioning and outlining while leaving lots of room for the information.

If a slide includes a graphic, make sure it fits on the slide.  Remember that the audience does not know the information as well as you, so give clear titles to the parts of the graphic (rows, columns, whatever).    If you want to make a lot of different points about one graphic, then copy the slide and highlight a different part on each slide.  Make one point and move on.  Don’t try to do too much on a single slide.

As an example, consider a table comparing two solutions.  A table for this purpose would be set up with the rows labeled as the different bits of information (costs, time requirements, resources required, whatever) and the columns as the solutions (Solution A and Solution B, though problem-specific titles would be better).  This puts the alternatives side-by-side allowing easy comparison of the related data points.  To make the presentation effective, though, you need to repeat the table, highlighting different comparisons between the two alternatives in each slide.  

A trick to make this even more effective is to “grow” the table on a series of slides.  To do this, the first slide (of the series) shows ONLY the first data (row) to be compared.  On the second slide, the first two rows are shown, but the second row (the new one) is highlighted in some way (bold, larger typeface, different color) to draw the audience’s attention to the new data.  You can go further and change the color of the first row to gray, to make the new row stand out even more, but that isn’t really necessary.  The simple way to do this, by the way, is to build the entire table on one slide, make copies of that slide, and then delete rows of the table on the earlier slides.  This sounds backwards, but makes sure that your table stays in the same place on each slide (there is little that is more annoying in a presentation than having the tables jump around on the screen as you move from slide to slide).

The same basic idea goes for a slide that presents a bulleted list.  Create a series of slides, “growing” the list with each subsequent slide, and highlighting the new entry each time.  With a bulleted list, the items in the list should be short and simple, basically reminders to you of what you want to talk about.  The verbal part of the presentation will fill in the details.  As noted earlier, you can pick up your cues off the slides as you advance through them, and if the point of the slide is highlighted, this makes your job that much easier.
The idea of “short and simple” is important.  For example, if a slide is showing definitions, then leave yourself something to say.  Give the briefest definition you can and save the explanations and examples for the verbal part of your presentation.  You should NEVER find yourself reading a slide to the audience.  I know of nothing that will put an audience to sleep faster than that.
Use lots of summary and overview slides.  A summary slide lets your audience know that one section is ending and prepares them for a transition to something new.  An overview slide lets your audience see how the next section fits in with the previous ones.  You have to be comfortable with your data and comfortable with your slides to make an effective presentation.  That means you have to rehearse.  Do not read the presentation from a set of notes, and oddly enough, you shouldn’t memorize it either.  You have all been in lectures where the presenter droned on and on, having memorized the presentation, the presenter’s voice has little inflection and s/he pays no attention to the audience.  You must be aware of the audience, and if it becomes clear that the pace of the presentation is too slow, speed things up.  This means spending less time on each slide.  You might simply state the conclusion of the slide, or you might skip a slide altogether.  Get as quickly as possible to the next major point, and then slow down again.   

The format of the slides is part of the presentation grade, as is how well you work with the slides.  Black and white is just fine with me.  I do not take off points for fancier slides unless the format interferes with the presentation.  You will lose points for typo’s and incorrect information.
All questions will come at the end of the presentation.  This is not the same as the business world, where your bosses will constantly interrupt you with questions, but is necessary if we are to get the presentations done in a reasonable amount of time.  Questions will come in several forms.  Some will simply be looking for clarifications.  Other questions will present alternatives and will ask you why the alternative you presented is preferred to something the questioner presents.  Finally, some questions will directly attack your presentation, trying to poke holes in it or force you to defend it beyond what you have already done.  How well you (individually) answer questions is a major part of your presentation grade (if no one else has questions for you, I will).  If the presenter the question is addressed to (if you presented the Background, then questions about the Background would be directed to you) stumbles over an answer, then the others in the group can step in.  The more you show that you understand the case, the better for the group and the better for you.

In the past, the on-line students did not have a verbal part to their presentation; with Centra they will.  The Centra session will be recorded and posted so all students can review it at their leisure.  I will also set up a discussion board so on-line students who could not attend the Centra session will be able to ask questions of the presenters.  While there are some differences between presenting face-to-face and via Centra, I will base the presentation grades on things that are consistent between the two formats (such as counting the number of times you say “Ummm…” while presenting).
To the audience - some comments concerning the types of questions to ask: don’t worry about the format.  If I didn’t like the format, they will lose points.  If you didn’t like it, that’s too bad.  Ask questions as if you worked for the company, not as if you were a professor trying to trap the presenters into a misstatement (that’s my job).  If there is something you didn’t understand, ask for a clarification.  If you see something in the data that they missed, bring it up and ask them about it.  If you thought of something that they didn’t, outline your idea and ask their opinion.  If you see something wrong in what they present, point it out and see whether or not they have a response.  I do not view these presentations as a competition.  When you ask an intelligent question, you get a check mark.  When they provide an intelligent response, they get a check mark.  Everybody can win.  Most importantly, your question must show you worked the case.  If your question is strictly from something you noticed in the presentation, it will not be worth much.
Full Write-ups

A full write-up begins with the Executive Summary.  You should use that header, and then start your sentence with “I recommend …” Keep the recommendation short, one sentence if possible.  I will tell you what specific information must be in the executive summary.  For some cases, a table may be included.  Do not put any explanations or defenses in the executive summary, just the recommendation.  This is a bit more terse than usually required by the business world, but it is good practice for you to learn to say things in as few words as possible.
The next section, and header, is the Background.  This is not to be a summary of the case.  Rather, I want you to write as if you were working for the company described by the case.  You are to write to your boss, not your professor.  Begin by reminding your boss of why this report is being written.  I call this the “trigger event” and it must be the first sentence of the Background section.  After that, remind your boss of any details (not data) that are exceptionally important.  Do not give the history of the company and do not insult your boss by reminding him/her of obvious things.  Next, describe (do not present) the data you have to work with and reference it in the appendix of the report.  This is a good point to mention any major alternatives you are going to explore.  Do not mention the technique you are going to use at all.  Finish the background section with a statement (not a question) of what you are trying to learn – this should be closely aligned to the recommendation you made in the Executive Summary, but must include the basis for making the recommendation.  This sentence goes last in the Background section.

The third section (and third header) is the Analysis section.  This is where you do most of your work, so it is typically the longest section of the paper.  Do not use sub-headers in this (or any other) section of the paper.  Rather, you must tie the paragraphs together with transition sentences.  Begin by describing the tool briefly.  This is not a textbook explaining everything about the tool, but rather an overview to remind your reader of something they knew once but may not have used recently.  Follow that with a description of the output, calculation results or anything else, you learn from using the tool.  This prepares your reader for the analysis of the alternatives that is to follow.
With this preparation work completed, you introduce the first alternative to be analyzed.  This would be the first decision alternative from a payoff table or the first optimal solution of an algorithm or the first branch of a decision tree, or the first whatever.  Completely analyze this alternative before moving on to the second alternative.  A complete analysis means introducing the alternative (either describing it or explaining what question you are trying to answer and what changes you made to get the answer), introducing the data (shown in a table in the analysis, not hidden away in an appendix), telling the story of the data and finishing up with a summary of the good and bad points (risks and rewards, pros and cons) that choosing that alternative would bring.  These risks and rewards often go beyond the simple numbers you analyzed.  You must think like a manager, not a mathematician, to identify all the risks and rewards.  Further, the way you view a risk or reward may change based on what objectives you are considering (see lecture notes on multi-objective decision making).
When the first alternative has been completely analyzed, introduce the second (and subsequent) alternative by telling the reader what question you are trying to answer.  Next, tell how the alternative is different from the one(s) already analyzed.  This can be as simple as saying “Our second alternative is ___” or as difficult as describing the changes made to the computer model to setup the new alternative.  Now show the results for the new alternative (again, with a table).  You will often repeat data from a previous solution to allow your reader to quickly see how the results changed from an alternative that has already been thoroughly analyzed (the side-by-side table I described above) which makes it easier for the reader to grasp the new alternative.  After that, begin your analysis, identifying the risks and rewards of the new alternative.  Do not compare the risks and rewards of the various alternatives (this is not the time to be telling me which alternative is better), but you may reference the earlier analysis if it makes your presentation of the current alternative a little clearer.  Continue until you have analyzed all the alternatives.

The final section of your report (and the last header you will use) is the Recommendation.  This is where you compare the alternatives in terms of which one is better.  Start with the first two of the alternatives and compare them on the basis of the risks and rewards you identified in the Analysis section.  If you did a lousy job on the analysis, you can expect to also do a lousy job in the comparisons.  Sometimes it is easy to see which reward is better than another (or which risk is worse), but eventually you will start to have to make trade-offs: accepting a risk that you don’t like so you can gain a reward that is exceptionally attractive.  Your job is to explain clearly why you make the tradeoffs that you select.
As you go through the comparisons of individual risks and rewards, keep referring back to the larger picture and tell your reader what your overall preference is and why.  This overall preference should be based on only those risks and rewards compared to that point, so your preference will change as you move through the comparisons.  When you run out of risks and rewards to compare, give your overall preference.  If written properly, no further explanation should be required.
Formatting:

I require that you write the case reports in a very formal manner.  An excellent reference book for improving your writing is the tiny “The Elements of Style” by Strunk & White.  Most bookstores stock it.  All margins are to be one-inch, and the typeface no smaller than 10 point.  I prefer double-spacing for the full write-ups, but require single-spacing for the summaries.  Every case you turn in to me must adhere to the following guidelines:

1)
No cover page (it’s just a waste of paper)

2)
No table of contents (same reasoning)

3)
No unnecessary blank space (such as putting your executive summary on a page by itself)

4)
Name at the top of the first page (left, right or center, I don’t care)

5)
Title is optional (put one in if it makes you feel better)

6)
No lists – lists are a great way to present information, but they are too easy for my students.  It is hard to take a list and turn it into a paragraph without making it boring, but is can be done so that is what you get to do.  Everything in a report must be in sentences and paragraphs.

7)
Specific things I look for (this list is not exhaustive):


a.
no rhetorical questions – for that matter, there shouldn’t be a “?” anywhere in your papers


b.
no use of contractions – possessives are OK.  Use the “Find” function to search for apostrophes and make corrections as needed.


c.
agreement between nouns and verbs 

d.
undefined pronouns


e.
misspelled words: remember, WORD can’t find a mistyped word if what you type is a real word.  My personal favorite is typing “tot he” when I mean “to the,” which I do all the time.  You must re-read your own paper, and maybe even coerce someone else (not a class mate) to read it as well.

f.
misuse of words (typically trying to use big words, such as “problematic,” which does not mean “is a problem”).

g.
beginning a sentence with a conjunction (and, but, or, or because).  This can also be detected with the “Find” function, but you must tell the search to “Match Case.”


h.
sentence fragments


i.
misuse of semicolons – Microsoft WORD has a habit of over-recommending use of semicolons, often incorrectly.  Your best bet is to break your single sentence into two separate sentences.


j.
misuse of “only” – the word “only” should be placed just before the word it is limiting.  The song title “I Only Have Eyes for You” sounds like it is talking about organ donation.  The correct phrase would be “I have eyes for only you.”  Another example is “I only bought two things.”  You are implying that you stole all the others.  A correct sentence would be “I bought only two things.”  You might think I’m being picky, but remember that everything you write in the business world becomes the potential basis for a lawsuit (see Vioxx).  If some clever lawyer chooses to literally interpret what you wrote, the court has no choice but to go along with the literal interpretation.  Have you ever heard the quote “The law is an ass,” first said by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.?  He was warning people that the law must be literal when it interprets things – so be careful what you say or write.

k.
using “secondly” or “thirdly.”  “Firstly” sounds wrong, which tells you that the others are wrong also.


l.
misuse of numerals (1, 2, 3, …).  Use numerals for data (total profit of $1,000,000) not for adjectives (“we can hire one assistant” is correct, “we can hire 1 assistant” is wrong)


m.
This last thing is a pet peeve – the phrase “in order to” is never needed.  Any time I have seen that phrase I could cross it off and leave the meaning of the sentence completely unchanged.  Since one of my goals is to get you to write simply and clearly, let’s start by eliminating that phrase from your papers.

8)
Always write in first person (I or we), not third person (the Widget Company recommends …).  The company that made writing in third person famous (Arthur Andersen Consulting) is now bankrupt, which should be a lesson to you.  If you use third person in a rough draft, I will simply stop reading it.  If you use third person in a final version, it will cost you 10 points per occurrence.  Never mention the company’s name in the report (except, possibly, in the title).

Tables:

I strongly recommend the use of tables to present numerical data.  Tables are more compact, easier to comprehend, and better for showing comparisons than a paragraph giving the same data.  There are some rules for using tables, however:

1)
always introduce a table before you show it.  This isn’t much, just a brief sentence saying, “Table X (below) shows …”  If you don’t do this, the reader hits a table full of numbers and has no idea what they represent – which is confusing, to say the least.
2)
always name and number a table, such as “Table 1: Payoff Table.”  This will make things easier later on, should you or any of your readers need to refer to specific table.

3)
always put a grid over the table.  This makes your columns of data much easier to read.  WORD makes it look like every table has a grid, but you need to highlight each table and specifically put a grid on it.  

4)
line up the entries in each column.  Usually they will be centered, but with numbers of different lengths (25 versus 3,000) you may find it better to insert a right-hand tab into the column and use that to line everything up.  Do not right-hand justify the numbers – that will line them up, but makes it harder to match the numbers with the titles of the columns.

5)
NEVER split a table between pages.  Since you are sending the papers in electronically, you may want to put in manual page breaks to make sure that the computer doesn’t repaginate for you.

6)
If you are using a table to compare two solutions (you will do a lot of this) then put all the numbers for each solution in a single column.  This lets you put similar numbers (one from each solution) side-by-side for easy comparison.  If the numbers are not side-by-side, then your reader has to search to find out what numbers are being compared and this will annoy them (read “me” for “them” and remember that I determine your grades).

Having taken the trouble to set up a table, do not read the table to me.  The whole point of a table is to avoid using a paragraph to introduce the data, so don’t do both.  What you want to do instead is explain what the numbers show – tell me the story that the numbers are telling you.  Show how the numbers are related, how one number affected another, or the differences between numbers in consecutive columns.  When writing, always talk about groups of numbers, at least two, often more.  Imagine you were presenting the table, and create links between numbers.
Conclusion:

Whether writing, presenting, or summarizing, the groups work every case.  If you do that, the presentations will be a lot more fun.  There are no correct answers to these cases.  They are all about data analysis and identifying which trade-offs are worthwhile to you.  Thus, the presenters probably won’t convince everyone in the audience that they are right.  All they have to do, though, is convince me that they did a good job of analyzing the case.  In the same way, the writers of the cases don’t have to all reach the same conclusion.  Instead, each of them must show me that they made a complete analysis of the data.  I’m honestly not interested in your choices (though no doubt some of them would be an excellent basis for a psychological study).  I want to see that you can analyze data.  That is what I am grading for.
One final note: all cases (rough drafts or final versions) are submitted to me as attachments to an e-mail message.  If you all call your files something clever and unique, like “Case1.doc,” I’m going to have a bit of trouble figuring out whose file I’m looking at.  Therefore, all files submitted to me must be named in the following manner: your last name and first initial, then the topic, then the specific submission.  Since that was probably as clear as mud, here are some examples (please remember to replace my name with your name):
MacLeodK Payoff Table Rough Draft.doc

MacLeodK Payoff Table Final.doc

Reasonable variations, such as abbreviating “Payoff Table” to “PT,” are acceptable.  Files that are not named like this will not be graded.  Please note that these are the FILE names, not the subject line of the e-mail.  While on that subject, put your name in every e-mail message you send to me.  Outlook is very inconsistent in replacing e-mail address with names, so I often end up trying to guess who sent me a message.

As always, if you have any questions, send them to me at macleodk@mail.ecu.edu.

