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Public Speaking


In A Week


Matt Avery




Matt Avery trained as an actor, and speech and drama practitioner, and has trained people in public speaking for all occasions, all over the world. Matt also lectures in motivational speaking.




To my mother.


My sincere thanks to everyone who contributed to this book with details of their experiences, and to those whose support made it possible, especially Suze and my family.




Introduction


‘There are certain things in which mediocrity is not to be endured, such as poetry, music, painting, public speaking.’


Jean de La Bruyère, seventeenth-century French moralist


Public speaking is the ritual humiliation of one person by a group of onlookers before whom he or she must orate, laying themselves open to embarrassment, belittlement and ridicule.
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Does this sound about right?


If it does, then it’s time to do something about it because public speaking really doesn’t need to be an ordeal. It can, and should, be stimulating, self-affirming, empowering and even enjoyable. It can also provide a great boost to your self-confidence and to your self-esteem, the benefit of which can be enjoyed in all aspects of your work life, and beyond. Not only that, but accomplished public speakers are much valued and sought-after by the majority of businesses, who recognize that excellent communication skills are a key tool in today’s workplace.


Mastering the art of public speaking, then, will strengthen your contribution to your company, and your perceived value within it, as well as boosting your confidence and providing you with a new and exciting outlet for your skills. So what type of public speaking are you hoping to excel at?


Whether you need to present to just a few people at an in-house meeting, or to thousands at a global conference, the principles are the same, and once you have mastered them you will be able to use them in a variety of situations. You will find that your self-belief receives a healthy boost when you can stand in front of an audience and confidently deliver a speech with clarity, dynamism and panache. You will also find that over time your voice becomes stronger and clearer, allowing you to make yourself noticed and heard in any situation. In turn, your contribution to your company will be better heard and acknowledged, fully realized and even rewarded.


As you develop a reputation within your company as someone with excellent public speaking and presentation skills, you may even find yourself being asked to present on the company’s behalf at conferences and seminars. This can be a great way to get yourself noticed, both in your company and beyond, and can provide a very useful entrée to networking. It’s also a consummately transferable skill which can help to make you an attractive acquisition should you at any time decide to move on from your current employment.


So there are a great many reasons to want to become excellent at speaking in public – but is it possible to learn how to do it? And is it possible to do it in just one week? Happily the answer is ‘yes’ because public speaking is an art, not a science. It doesn’t matter what your current level of experience or ability might be – with diligent practice of the techniques in this book you will be able to master the art of engaging, dynamic public speaking in just seven days – and then reap the rewards for years to come.
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Good public speaking does not require stimulating material – it requires that the material you have is delivered in a stimulating way. And this means that it needs to written and structured in a stimulating way. Depending on your subject matter, it may not be possible to fill your speech with exciting material – but it’s always possible to ensure that you compose your speech in such a way as to make it interesting to listen to. To do this, you will need to adhere to some fundamental principles, and it’s worth investing the necessary time early on to ensure that the material you are going to deliver – the speech you hope people will want to listen to – is as good as it can be.


Preparing a good speech, and in good time, will also help you to combat any nerves you may experience (and it’s highly likely you will, since these, left unmanaged, are one of the most common roadblocks to good public speaking).


Finally, it’s important to remember that material that is written to be spoken is very different from material that is written to be read, both in style and content, and mastering the techniques for writing a great speech will in turn help you to master the techniques for great delivery.





The basics


What makes a great speech?


There is a difference between making a great speech and making a speech great. Making a great speech requires fantastic delivery, whereas making a speech great requires fantastic writing. Of course, it naturally follows that the better your speech is written the more likely it is that you will be able to deliver it to maximum impact. So let’s look at how to write a great speech.


There are three stages to writing a successful speech:


  1  Tell them what you are going to tell them.


  2  Tell them.


  3  Tell them what you have told them.


If this sounds like a recipe for a repetitive and boring speech, remember that your audience won’t be familiar with the material, as you are, and in some cases may not even be familiar with the subject area, so it’s important to give them every opportunity not only to listen to what you are saying but to take it in. Following this simple three-stage approach will also ensure that you adhere to two basic principles of speech-writing:


  1  All the information you want to convey should be confined to the body of your speech.


  2  Audiences need to hear your key message at least three times for it to really sink in.

Of course, you will need to tailor your format to your audience (e.g. if you will be addressing a mixed group, some of whom are very familiar with your subject and some not at all, you will need to find suitable middle ground so as not to bore the former or leave the latter stranded) but you should always aim to structure your speech in three distinct sections:


  1  introduction


  2  speech


  3  conclusion.


Introduction


This should comprise no more than:


•  introducing yourself to your audience


•  introducing your audience to the key tenets of your speech.


It’s important that you keep the introduction to just that, an introduction, and that you don’t begin to explore any of the topics your speech will cover. By introducing all the key areas of your speech you are ensuring that nothing in your speech will come as a surprise (unless this is intended – and this is a technique that should be used rarely and sparingly), which in turn means that your audience will be prepared and should therefore be receptive to what you have to say.


Speech


This is the main body of your material and should contain all the key parts of your speech – everything you want people to take away from your speech should be here. You will introduce the themes, and go over them again in your conclusion, but this is where they should be described in detail.

Conclusion


This is your opportunity to sum up the key points and reiterate them so that they stay firmly in your audience’s mind. Don’t try to go over everything you’ve said – keep it tight and focused on only the main points – and don’t ever try to introduce new points here.


Getting started early
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Proper planning and preparation prevents poor performance.
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The earlier you start working on your speech, presentation, or whatever form of public address you will be giving, the better your delivery will be. It’s a common mistake to believe that preparing your material in good time is important only to ensure that what you are saying is as good as it can be. In reality, preparing your material in good time also allows you to ensure that how you say it is as good as it can be. Leaving it to the last minute, or, worse still, just ‘winging it’ on the day, is a recipe for disaster.
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When it comes to public speaking, there is no such thing as being over-prepared.
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Preparing your speech in good time allows you to become familiar with your material. This is crucial for good, confident public speaking as it:


•  allows you to lift your head from your notes and speak directly to your audience, making all-important eye contact


•  gives you confidence in your delivery, knowing that what you are saying is interesting


•  allows you to read from brief, headline notes and memory joggers, so that you don’t have to write out the entire speech and read it verbatim


•  ensures that you can stay calm, relaxed and in control without the fear of losing your place and stalling your delivery


•  helps to settle your nerves since you can go into it well-practised and sure of your ability to do a good job


•  ensures that you don’t omit anything important, which you then have at the back of your mind for the rest of your speech


•  ensures that you don’t ad lib, which serves only to give an impression of unprofessionalism – unless you are very, very good at it


•  gives you the time and opportunity to rehearse your speech so that you’re familiar with every aspect of it.
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Prepare well, and prepare early.
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Initial preparations


Since it’s never too early to start, there are a number of things that you should get under way right now. These will help you to focus on the task ahead and prepare some necessary groundwork:


  1  Begin sketching out a draft plan of your speech – however rough. This should be regularly updated.


  2  Ask any colleagues, bosses, stakeholders and so on. whether they want to be consulted on your speech. If there are specific items they want you to include, then the sooner you know about it the better.


  3  Know your audience. This is important so that you can pitch your speech appropriately – so if you’re not sure who will be attending then find out.


  4  Begin practising speaking out loud – and loudly – whenever you’re on your own. At first, it will sound odd to you but the more you do it the more normal it will become.


  5  Line up some willing volunteers in front of whom you can practise making your speech, preferably people who are used to public speaking and from whom you can receive constructive criticism.


[image: image]


While a friend or partner may seem an obvious candidate, a colleague with a knowledge of your subject area is likely to be a better choice since they are better placed to spot any errors, superfluous material or repetitions – and they are likely to be less forgiving and more vocal in their criticism!
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Starting and finishing strongly


You don’t need to be a professional speech-writer to write a great speech. By thinking about what you want to say well in advance, structuring your thoughts carefully, and continually improving your speech over time, you will soon discover that everyone can write a great speech.
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Get into the habit of always carrying with you a pocket-sized notebook devoted exclusively to your speech and jotting down thoughts as and when they occur to you. You can structure them later – the important thing is to capture them before you forget them.
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The beginning and end of your speech are the parts that are likely to be most clearly remembered so you will need to make sure these are particularly strong.


It’s crucial to have a strong start to your speech in order to:


•  grab your audience’s attention


•  help them to relax (which will help you to relax)


•  break the ice


•  make your audience want to listen to your speech.


It’s crucial to finish strongly in order to:


•  bring your speech to a definite conclusion


•  ensure a smooth handover to the next speaker (where applicable)


•  end on a high note


•  leave the audience wanting more.


Structuring your speech


You will need to divide your speech into sections so that it takes your audience on a journey. What this looks like will, of course, depend on the material you are delivering but try to ensure that your speech flows neatly from one section to the next. By breaking it down in this manner you will make it easier for:


•  your audience to follow


•  your audience to digest


•  you to focus on the key content in each section.


You will also need to give some thought to the length of your speech. Making the speech unnecessarily long is a trap into which inexperienced speech-givers commonly fall, in the mistaken belief that:


•  they will appear in command of their subject by demonstrating the scope of their knowledge


•  they will have time to ‘get into it’ and calm their nerves


•  they will give their audience value for money


•  there won’t be time for any awkward questions and answers!


The truth, of course, is that the value of the speech lies in the quality, not the quantity, of the material and, crucially, in the quality of the delivery.
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A short, punchy speech delivered with dynamism, with a few key messages that shine out, will be remembered long after an endlessly wordy, albeit worthy, speech has been forgotten.
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Keep your speech short, relevant and ‘fat-free’ and your audience will thank you for it. It will also help to ensure that your message is clearly defined, and that it does not get lost in a jungle of superfluous material padding out your speech.


‘If you can’t write your message in a sentence, you can’t say it in an hour.’


Dianna Booher, US communication expert


Remember that:


•  a short speech…


–  will be more memorable


–  will leave the audience wanting more


–  might be a pleasant surprise!


•  a long speech…


–  may make the audience restless


–  can appear self-indulgent


–  is likely to obscure the important points.
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Don’t forget that your speech may not exist in isolation – and that any audience has a maximum tolerance for listening! Your audience may already have heard one or more speeches and may have more to listen to after yours, so make your speech stand out by keeping it tight, focused and punchy.
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Setting the tone


‘They may forget what you said, but they will never forget how you made them feel.’


Carl W. Buechner, US theologian


When writing your speech it’s important to bear in mind how you want to come across to your audience – not simply how it sounds to you. Think about whether you want your speech to be regarded as:


•  authoritative


•  sincere


•  professional


•  humorous


•  no-nonsense


•  friendly


•  insightful


•  witty


… and so on. In reality, you will probably want it to be a mixture of several things, and it easily can be, but you must be careful to avoid a mixture of tones cancelling each other out so that your speech just appears bland. In order to avoid this, you will need to ensure that you:


•  decide what the predominant tone of each section should be


•  keep each section defined and unique


•  begin and end on an upbeat note to hook your audience.


It’s certainly important to inject some colour into your speech since orations without variety, interest and impact are difficult to listen to and easy to forget. Striking the right balance between writing a speech which is dry and dispassionate and one which is gushing and effusive is a fine art, but one which will make all the difference between an end product which is run-of-the-mill or truly memorable.


Writing your speech – advanced techniques


To give your speech that extra dimension that will elevate it above and beyond the majority of speeches, and make it truly memorable, you will need to employ some more advanced speech-writing techniques. Remember that many members of your audience may well listen to speakers on a regular basis, so to stand out from the crowd you will need to use some ‘tricks of the trade’ which will help you to change a good speech into a great speech through a process of enhancements and fine-tuning.


Fine-tuning


Great speeches aren’t written, they’re rewritten. You simply can’t expect, or even hope, that you will be able to compose a great speech at the first attempt. Even if you plan the outline with great care and precision and then work diligently over time to fill in the blanks, you can be sure that the speech you end up with will be markedly different from your first draft (it may even bear no resemblance to it at all!). This is because you will need to employ a continual and ongoing process of revision and reworking, fine-tuning your speech by crafting it until you have smoothed off all the rough edges.


‘Great speeches aren’t written, they’re rewritten.’


The most effective way to do this is to revise your speech regularly, and often, keeping it always somewhere at the back of your mind and practising delivering it at every opportunity, even when this is just inside your head (e.g. when out for a walk or at the gym). This will help you in a number of ways.


For example, you will:


•  become increasingly familiar with your material, ultimately allowing you to give your speech with minimal need for notes and enabling you to maintain eye contact as much as possible


•  become increasingly used to delivering your speech, helping to settle your nerves


•  be constantly on the lookout for ways in which your speech can be improved, particularly by adding important material you had overlooked and deleting any extraneous material.


It’s impossible to overstate the importance of removing any, and all, material which doesn’t need to be there. Material which is simply acting as padding, which is unnecessary filler, which serves no particular purpose, may be repeating a point already made or which you will make better elsewhere, which creates ‘run-on’ sentences by not knowing when to stop so that the sentence would clearly have been punchier and easier to listen to and better remembered if it hadn’t been allowed to go on so long, material which repeats itself, material which goes on too long, material which repeats itself, which starts to appear in love with the sound of its own voice, which repeats itself and goes on far too long…


You get the picture? This is one of the most common pitfalls in speech-writing, often because people worry that they won’t have enough to say, or because they are (often subconsciously) creating a quantity of material which they hope will compensate for a lack of quality, either in the speech or, more usually, in their ability to deliver it. Sometimes people simply want to include every relevant fact and overlook the crucial point that they don’t need to say everything they know on any given topic in every speech.


Indeed, falling into any of these traps of including too much material is hugely detrimental since your audience will simply start to tune you out! You have probably experienced this yourself when listening to an uninteresting speaker drone on and on and on, or someone who simply tries to convey far too much information in their speech. No matter how hard you try to concentrate on what they are saying you find your mind wandering, and their material, no matter how good, is wasted. Worse still, if some of the speech is good but surrounded by an obscuring mask of detritus they run the risk of all of it being lost.
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The best way to counter any of these potential pitfalls is simply to keep going over your speech and honing it: reworking, editing, paring, rewriting and recrafting until it’s lean, interesting and the right length – not for you, but for your audience. By doing this, any pointless material or repetition will stand out a mile and you will find yourself wanting to cut it before it begins to grate, or to bore you. In this way you will be keeping only the very best all the time, and by adding to it as and when thoughts occur you can also be sure to cover all bases, while being ever mindful of keeping it to an appropriate length.


‘Always be shorter than anybody dared to hope.’


Rufus Daniel Isaacs, 1st Marquess of Reading, barrister and British Foreign Secretary
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When new material occurs to you, capture it immediately. You can work out later on where best in your speech to put it – the important thing is to make sure that you get it committed to paper before you forget it.
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Sometimes you will want to leave your speech for a few days to gain perspective, and this can be very valuable (provided it doesn’t become an excuse for not working on it!), but it’s important not to leave it too long, or too frequently. Try to get into the habit of updating your speech on a regular basis; otherwise, you might go for weeks without looking at it if you don’t think of anything new to add to it. In particular, try to ensure that you revisit your speech after:


•  presenting it to anyone who is helping you to practise


•  adding new material (check for repetition)


•  leaving it for a few days (to gain perspective).


At the very least, you should aim to revise your speech once per week. If your command of the subject is excellent (which should be taken as read if you are going to speak publicly on it), and if you are continually thinking about how to improve it, then you shouldn’t find the process of writing your speech too difficult or daunting.


‘Grasp the subject, the words will follow.’


Cato the Elder, ancient Roman statesman


Injecting variety


Any audience has a maximum tolerance for listening, so it’s a good idea to add some variety to your speech to help break it up, particularly if it’s lengthy or one of several speeches to which your audience will be listening that day.


Good ways to achieve this include:


•  using props


•  showing slides


•  playing music


•  showing video clips.
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Be careful not to overdo it! If your entire speech is filled with props, slides, music and so on, then this becomes the norm and ceases to add variety.
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