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Picture the audience
in their underwe ar

lmprove your presentation skills without needing to be perfect

By Monica Wofford. CSP

ebra took command of every

room she entered. Her stage

presence was larger than life

and never fit merely behind the lecture,

much less on the stage where she

stood.

But she had not always been this good or this

comfortable.

Her knees shook and she braced herself on the front

counter to attempt a natural look. There was pacing,

praying, four hundred "ums," and a diagram drawn wrong.

It felt like a bad comedy, but Debra wasn't laughing. She

was mortified and decided right then and there to do better.

She had a lot to learn to improve her speaking skills,

but heck, she'd learned things before.

What would be so hard about speaking?
A friend and mentor who was a certified speaking

professional and had a degree in communication shared

the following strategies for improvement:
. Avoid "perfect speaker" syndrome. Audiences

prefer to connect with a speaker who is as hurnan as they

are. If you are human while sitting next to a member of

your audience and a cornpletely different person when on

stage, word will spread that you are unapproachable and

not real, and that usually ffanslates into "stuck up" or rude.

Don't make mistakes on purpose, but embrace them

when they happen. If you forgot something, mess up a

diagram, or trip off the stage, let it go. It doesn't mean you

are a bad speaker, it means you are a good, fallible human'

Humans connect with audiences far better than perfect

speakers.
. No foreheads, only eyeballs. Many speaking

courses advise looking at the forehead or nose of audience

members and it will appear as if you are making eye

contact, but keep from exciting your nerves when yc'lu

don't actually look at the eyes.

!7e11, that is bunch of bologna. Connect with your

audience by really connecting with them. Look them in

the eye and though this may temporarily rattle your

nerves, it will immeasurably improve your spirit when

they connect back with you.

r Get to know your audience. One way to calm your

nerves is to become more familiar with the audience.

Meet and mingle before you speak. Shake hands and talk

with those you will be speaking to from the stage. Even

try to determine who your raving fans are so you can focus

your attention there.

Speaking to potential friends and those you have

already begun tcl get to know is much easier than speaking

to strangers, about whom you know nothing, including

what they want to hear from you.

. ldentify worst case scenario. SThat is the worst

possible thing that could happen if you were to speak in

front of a room full of patients, colleagues, or interested

audience members? Would you die? Most likely no, but it
might feel like it.

However, most fear of public speaking is rooted in the

survival skills to escape glaring eyes and sizing up that

comes from audience members and reminds your survival

skills of the predator behavior. Thus, your flight instincts

kick in.

Speaking and the fear of it does not have to be based on

instinctual responses at this stage. Come up with what the

worst things are that could happen when you speak publicly,

and then consciously rernind your brain that you could

handle each and every one of those issues - that alone will

help you dissipate the fear before stepping on stage.

. Watch yourself on camera. To improve your

speaking skills, see it from the audience's perspective.

How can you ask your audience to watch you if you are

not willing to do the same?

Video tape your presentation and then watch it from
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It is practice that will make you a

bcginning to cnd. Then watch it in
fast folr.varcl. Repctitious har-rd

gesturcs or pacing will shorv up very

ctrsily wher-r in f:rst forward. St:rrt the

Lrresent:rtiorl vicleo again, but this

tirne turn up the vcllume an.l wirlk

irway. Listcrr f.rr urns, repttitive

wor.1s, :rn.l any other tone issucs that

rnay nec.l work.

Where your auclience is looking

for a connection and infcrrmation,

you are watching with an

improvement rnindsct.
. Change your focus. Giving;r

presentation or spc:rking in public is

ilbout your auclience. Periocl. Change

your focus from how much you are

ncr\'()ur {.,r lcarftrl lrrJ pay iltlrnl i()n

to lr.rw the ,rrrJi.nce reccrvcs y()u,

what they neecl to he:rr, irncl rvhat

better speaker.

you are there to deliver. Removing

the focr-rs from you will help you to

he Jistr,rcte.l hy far m,'re imfr)rtalrt

things: Your auclience.

. Have a conversation. ln truth,

speaking to a large group is rnLrch like

having il ()ne-oll-()llc c()nversilti()n

with e:rch persLrn in the rootn. If yolt

rtrc h,tving rt .itnf lg ctrnversrttitrtt, your

gcstLlres will flow more srnootl-rly, i'rnd

you lvill naturally becotne tnore

interactive. This is, of course, providcd

thrrt in y.rur n.trtnal conversilti()ns you

are inclined to pay attentiot-r to thc

persol'r to whom yoll are t:rlking, ancl

ltot t() your off()rtunit)' ttr itrtertttpt trr

hcar yourself t:rlk.

The speakine profr:sitrn is ripe

with aclvice ancl techniqr-res, but the

truth is the best way to get better at

tlie tra.le is ttr prrctice, prlcttcc,

practice.

It is the plactice tl-iat rvill make

you a better speakcr beyond spccific

staging or techniques. Get better by

speaking rnore often.

You rnight also consider hiring a

speech coach to help objectively

clarify feedback that you may not

readily see in a video.

It is ncl longer a trade that wili
incite fear, but one that will exude

confidence.

Remember how Debra cotnmands

a roomJ She didn't wake up one

morning as a dynarnic speaker. She

practiced and worked hard on getting

better 
- 

and so can you. @
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