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Meet the authors


Welcome to Present with Impact and Confidence!


We enjoy presenting. You might even say we love it. There’s not much that beats the buzz you get when you sit down after speaking to a large or responsive group. In fact, we enjoy it so much we get withdrawal symptoms when we don’t get to present for a while. Happily, that’s not very often these days, as we get plenty of opportunities to speak in public. We love the big occasions most of all – and the feeling of the adrenalin pumping and a successful outcome.


The idea of enjoying a presentation may be hard for some of you to imagine. Maybe you think that’s for someone else but not for you. For most people it’s a matter of enduring, not enjoying, a presentation. That’s certainly how it was for us in the beginning. The way we are now is very different from how we were then …


When I (Amanda) first started work at the age of 16 I was shy and didn’t speak to anyone unless they spoke to me first. After a while I settled in and opened up to people I felt safe with. As the years went by I became more self-assured but, even in my early 20s, when anyone asked me to speak in public I’d do almost anything to get out of it.


I recall the first time I had to stand in front of 40 people and speak. All eyes were on me. My knees turned to jelly and I was convinced the people at the front would be able to see me shaking. Somehow I got through it. I decided there and then that I was going to learn how to overcome my fear and become a good presenter. One of the first lessons I learnt is that it’s possible to alter your emotional state by changing the thoughts inside your head. It’s a hell of a lot easier to present well when you have an internal cheerleader rather than an internal critic.


I’ve come a long way since those days and I’m glad I experienced them. It helps enormously for me to understand and support others who are wracked with nerves when they have to present. I get enormous satisfaction from helping others to realize that they can do it too.


My (Steve) story is similar but different. I’ve always been reasonably confident as a person – able to chat easily with most people and comfortable in most situations, even when they’re new to me. But when I first started to present in a formal setting – I was working for an international media company at the time – I learnt what it means to have a fear of public speaking.


My ‘baptism of fire’ involved giving the same presentation over breakfast, lunch and dinner to senior people in the photographic industry – around 30 in each group. To say I was terrified would be an understatement. The success of the magazine relaunch I was involved in depended on my ability to sell it to this influential group of people. Somehow I got through it, and it went well, but I realized there would be more to come, and I set out to conquer my nerves and master the required skills. These days I love standing up in front of large and even challenging groups of people.


If we can go from enduring to enjoying, so can you. We’ve helped literally thousands of people to improve their confidence and impact when presenting in the courses we run and the coaching we do. We wrote this book to share what we’ve learnt from working with every possible concern and challenge someone can have.


We know it will help you present with impact and confidence in any situation.


Amanda and Steve





1: Only got a minute?



Because many people have little or no experience of giving formal presentations they get nervous at the thought of doing so – even though they’re often better at speaking in public than they think they are.


Presenting is a skill that can be developed through practice, not a talent you are born with. The more you do it, the better you become – and the more confident you feel. Preparation helps as well. The better you know your material, the more comfortable you’ll be.


Start by being clear about your outcome. Avoid focusing too much on giving information and seek to influence your audience. Make sure your presentation is audience-centred. What are their wants, needs, interests and concerns?


Next decide what to include and leave out. The secret of success is ‘less is more’ and ‘keep it simple.’ Brainstorm all possible content. Organize it using a spider diagram or by writing points on cards. As you move things around, a structure will emerge.


Think about managing the audience attention span so people don’t zone out. Grab them from the word go – and tell them what your presentation will do for them. Give an overview of the content, the agenda, and your key messages. Keep people alert throughout with examples, case studies and stories to bring ideas to life. Close with impact by summarizing, repeating your key messages and calling them to action.


Notes, if you use them, should be short. If you have slides, you shouldn’t need notes as well. To avoid ‘Death by PowerPoint’ have no more than six bullet points on a slide and no more than six words per line – and use images whenever possible.


Fear of something going wrong is common. It’s an emotional response that arises from taking a perfectionist approach. It doesn’t matter if you make the odd slip. Be yourself, and don’t put on a performance. Make eye contact with everyone. Preparing for the Q&A session gives you greater confidence too.


Think of your presentation as dialogue, not monologue – as a conversation. Find a comfortable resting place for your hands just above the navel and gesture normally as you would when chatting with someone. You’ll create a positive impression if you stand tall and still, with your legs shoulder width apart, and then move purposefully and deliberately. Project your voice and pause between sentences. This also helps eliminate ‘ums’ and ‘ers’.


Presenting with impact and confidence depends on a handful of principles: prepare and practise (it’s a skill not a talent); be yourself (don’t put on a performance); engage with your audience (go for dialogue not monologue); bring your ideas to life with examples; and keep it simple, because less is more.





5: Only got five minutes?



Presenting with impact and confidence is a skill not a talent. That’s the first thing you need to know – and probably the most important thing.


Many people look at charismatic presenters such as Barack Obama, John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King and think: ‘It’s easy for them, they’re just naturals. I don’t have their talent – I’ll never be any good at public speaking.’


But reliable, objective, credible research proves this to be a myth. In his book Talent is Overrated, Geoff Colvin demonstrates beyond doubt that it’s practice, not talent, that leads to success in most fields of endeavour.


You could be as good as Barack Obama, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King or whoever you hold up as a model of excellence. Really, you could. They’ve just had more practice than you have. Presenting with impact and confidence is a skill not a talent. It’s no different from learning a musical instrument or learning to ski. You wouldn’t play in public or ski down an advanced slope without doing your homework and learning the ropes first.


The problem facing many people who want to be able to present with impact and confidence is that they don’t have much experience of speaking in public. They get nervous just at the thought, and have often spent a lifetime avoiding situations where they might have to ‘stand up and say a few words’.


This is clearly a Catch-22 situation. You can’t present because you don’t have the skills – and you can’t develop the skills if you don’t present. How do you get out of this double-bind? You have to ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’ – be courageous and give it a go.


The good news is that you already have some experience of presenting – albeit informally. Whenever you offer an opinion in a meeting, you’re presenting. Whenever you describe what you do at a networking event, you’re presenting. Whenever you sit down one-on-one with a colleague, you’re presenting. In business, every conversation is a presentation – and being able to present with impact and confidence is an essential business skill.


One thing we’ve learnt from training thousands of business people in presentation skills is that most people are better at speaking in public than they think they are. We all tend to amplify our weaknesses and minimize our strengths, which gives us a distorted perspective on how we come across to others. Most people have areas of development – they may ‘um’ and ‘er’ or read too much from their slides – but are capable of delivering a competent presentation.


The secret to feeling confident when you first start presenting seriously is preparation. The more you prepare, up to a point, the more confident you’ll feel. Preparation means knowing not only your material, but also the ‘story’ you’re telling, and the sequence of your slides, if you’re using them.


Where many people go wrong when starting out is being unclear what their outcome is in giving a presentation. All too often they focus on giving information – often filling their slides with endless data – rather than seeking to influence the audience by winning support or getting buy-in.


Equally important is making sure the presentation is audience-centred – that it takes account of their wants, needs, interests and concerns. If you don’t get that right, and those you’re speaking to consider your message irrelevant, you’re unlikely to achieve what you want. So ask yourself what’s important to them when you’re pulling together your content and putting together your structure. What do they know about the subject already? What’s their attitude? What expectations do they have?


Once you’ve defined your outcome and thought about the audience, you’re in a position to decide what to include and what to leave out. Most people put too much into their presentation – because they know so much about their subject. And those listening get overwhelmed by a torrent of information. One of the secrets of success can be summed up in six words and two phrases: ‘less is more’ and ‘keep it simple’.


Many novice presenters seem to find it hard coming up with a structure, but it’s relatively straightforward if you take a systematic approach. Start by brainstorming all possible content. Then organize it using either a spider diagram or by writing the key points on index cards and shuffling them around. An intuitive approach often works best. What needs to go near the front? What needs to go towards the end? As you move things around, a structure will often emerge, without you needing to force it.


With longer presentations – more than about 15 minutes – you need to think about managing the audience attention span. People can easily lose focus and zone out, so you need variety to maintain their interest. Start with a ‘bang’ – something that grabs them from the word go – and then tell them exactly what you’re presentation will do for them. Everyone will be tuned to the same channel – WII FM (What’s In It For Me). Give a quick overview of the presentation, briefly mention the agenda, and summarize your key messages.


During the middle part, where interest can easily drift, do everything you can to keep people alert: ring the changes with your voice, body language and slides. Don’t just recite facts at them, use examples, case studies, illustrations and stories to bring your ideas to life.


Many presentations just run out of steam – they end with a whimper not a bang. So make sure you have a strong, impactful ending: summarize, repeat your key messages and, if there’s something you want them to do, give a powerful call to action. Don’t leave the audience in any doubt about what you want them to do.


When they first start presenting, many people like to use notes, so they can remember what they’re going to say. But all too often these ‘notes’ are strings of sentences – and they become a script that gets read out. While it’s certainly better to do a good presentation with notes rather than a bad one without, when someone reads aloud the result is generally stilted and wooden – and the audience quickly loses interest. If you do plan to use notes, make sure they are just that: short points that act as a prompt rather than every word you plan to say.


PowerPoint is considered de rigeur when presenting in many organizations, and if you have slides, you shouldn’t need notes as well – the points on the slides will help you keep on track. The secret to avoiding ‘Death by PowerPoint’ is to have no more than six bullet points on a slide and no more than six words per line – and use images whenever possible so it’s not just endless words.


The most important thing with PowerPoint is not to read from the slides. How on earth do you do that when all the information is on them? Easy. You use the Read, Rotate, Repeat system. You look at the slide, copy the point you want to make to your short-term memory, and then turn back to the audience and talk around it. You might think of the bullet point as a hyperlink that opens a page of information in your mind.


When the presentation is particularly important, or you’re in the early stages of developing your skills, it’s crucial that you practise and time it. That way you’ll know you won’t run short or run over, and you’ll feel more confident because the material will be more familiar. The more confident you are, the more impact you’ll have.


Everybody gets nervous to some degree when they have to give a presentation, but some people grow extremely anxious and some even come close to a full-blown panic attack. We know from the thousands of people we’ve trained there’s no point in simply saying ‘calm down’. The fear of the presentation going badly wrong and ending in embarrassment or even humiliation is an emotional rather than a rational response. To overcome this fear, you have to tackle the thoughts that create it. Is the audience really out to criticize you? Surely they want you to do well. And does it really spell failure if you make a couple of mistakes? Only if you take a perfectionist approach to presenting, which some people do. This is where the fear comes from. But when you’re more realistic, and know you’ll make the odd slip, and that it doesn’t really matter, you can start to feel more comfortable.


The secret of successful presenting is to be yourself, and not put on a performance. You can only get stage fright if you put yourself on a stage. Don’t do it.


What’s crucial, when you’re delivering the presentation itself, is to engage with the audience – and that means making good eye contact. Use the principle of ‘one thought, one person’: connect with each individual for two to four seconds as if they were the only person in the room. Move your gaze around randomly, making sure, over a period of time, everyone is included.


Think of your presentation as dialogue, not monologue – as a conversation, even if you’re the only person speaking. You can tell how well you’re doing by ‘reading’ your audience, especially their body language and facial expressions. Are they responding to you? Or do they seem disinterested?


Keep your energy high, because if your energy drops, so will the energy in the group. That’s where your body language comes in. You need to gesture normally, so it seems like a conversation. Find a comfortable ‘baseline’ resting place for your hands – a good location is just above the navel – and then gesture as you would if you were chatting with someone at the water cooler or coffee point.


But while movement in the upper body is a good thing, you don’t want too much movement below the waist. Many people step back and forth, as if practising their salsa moves, or pace around like caged tigers. A better impression is created if you stand still, with your legs shoulder width apart, and then move purposefully and deliberately from time to time.


Be aware of the ‘silent messages’ you’re sending and how they might be interpreted by your audience. Stand tall and you appear to others to be standing with confidence – and that maximizes the impact you make.


Not everyone will be looking at you all the time you’re presenting, but they will be listening most of the time, so your voice is of crucial importance. You need to make sure it projects into the room, but without shouting. If it’s too quiet or soft it gives the impression you lack confidence. It’s the same if you rush: people who are comfortable when speaking in public give a sense of having all the time in the world.


One simple way of having more vocal impact is to pause between sentences. This can also help eliminate the ‘ums’ and ‘ers’ which beset more than 50 per cent of the population when they speak in public, and which can give the impression of being uncertain or uncomfortable.


Many presenters are fearful of the question and answer session, because they believe they might ‘get found out’. Who knows what issues might be raised that would reveal the speaker’s lack of knowledge or expertise? Other presenters relish the opportunity to get away from their planned material and engage in a dialogue with members of the audience.


Whatever your perspective, careful preparation will enable you to feel more confident. What questions are people likely to ask? What issues would you most hate them to raise? Once you have answers prepared you’ll go into the session with greater confidence. If you don’t know the answer to a question, just say so. You can’t possibly know everything. Say you’ll get back with an answer as soon as possible.


It’s what could go wrong that troubles many presenters, but in practice the worst rarely happens. And it’s easy to ‘catastrophize’ the result if something unexpected did occur. All you can do is take it in your stride, and get on with presenting your ideas as effectively as possible.


In the end, presenting with impact and confidence comes down to a handful of simple principles: prepare and practise (it’s a skill not a talent); be yourself (don’t put on a performance); engage with your audience (go for dialogue not monologue); bring your ideas to life with examples; and remember to keep it simple, because less is more.
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Everything is a presentation


In this chapter you will learn:




	why presenting is an essential business and life skill


	that everything is a presentation


	about the ten faults audiences hate most.






A crucial business skill


No ifs. No buts. No maybes. If you want to be successful in business these days you need to be able to present effectively. It’s not optional – a nice-to-have – it’s an essential professional skill.


That’s because everything’s a presentation. Unless you’re an artist holed up in a garret, or Robinson Crusoe with no Man Friday, you’re constantly interacting with other people, putting forward ideas and trying to influence and persuade them to do what you want them to do.


Maybe you’ve always considered presenting to be someone standing in front of a group, perhaps using PowerPoint. It’s certainly that. But such formal presentations are only part of the picture. Just the tip of the iceberg. In fact, most people give many presentations during the course of a day but they don’t always put them in that category.


Every interaction is a presentation. Whenever you’re in a professional situation, with one or more person, and you’re speaking, you’re presenting. That means meetings and discussions, chatting to colleagues and customers, telephone and face-to-face conversations, pitching and selling, inspiring and motivating a team, and a whole lot more.


Meetings in particular are important arenas where presentations are given. For many business people, especially those at a senior level, the working day consists of one meeting after another. And the talent and ability of those attending will often be judged on the basis of their contributions, namely the presentations they make. Often these will be informal, unplanned – ‘Hey, Sarah, what do you think?’, ‘Give us your perspective on this, Simon’ – but they’re presentations nonetheless.


Presentations of any type are your opportunity to showcase your skills, talents and knowledge. When you can command an audience you’re also demonstrating your leadership ability. If you’re in line for promotion and there is someone else vying for the position, the decision may just swing in favour of the person who can demonstrate the best communication skills.


That’s why an increasing number of people are coming on the presentation skills training courses we run. They recognize that to get on in business and be a success you need to be able to communicate your ideas clearly, concisely, credibly and compellingly. It’s not just a matter of connecting a USB cable from your head into the heads of those in the audience and downloading data. You need to interest, engage and inspire them.


And, most of the time, when you’re presenting, what you’re actually doing is selling. You may not think of it like that, but that’s the reality. Sometimes you’ll be selling products and services, but more often you’ll be selling ideas, looking to gain commitment and buy-in.


As one CEO of a global household brand said recently at the beginning of one of our courses, ‘If you can’t present effectively, you won’t get very far in this company’.



An essential life skill


Actually, we’d go further than saying presenting is an essential business skill. It’s also an essential life skill. If you can’t present effectively, many doors will probably be closed to you in your personal endeavours as well. So the benefits you gain from reading this book will almost certainly improve your relationships, enhance your communication skills and increase your confidence in all areas of your life.



What you’ll learn in this book


Our aim in this book is to give you a thorough grounding in the theory and practice of presenting, and to prepare you to be able to go as far as you want in any company. We focus primarily on formal presentations, but the content will be relevant to informal presentations as well.


In the next chapter we start by asking you to consider what it means to be a competent presenter. We look at what good presenters believe and how that drives their behaviour. You will also be able to find out where you are on the journey to becoming a competent presenter.


The importance of preparation is highlighted in Chapter 3. You’ll discover why preparation is essential for success and why it’s important to prepare not only the content but also your delivery style.


Being clear about your outcome and having measures of success are crucial when it comes to presenting. Chapter 4 not only explains this but also goes on to discuss why good presenting motivates people to change.


Chapter 5 tells you how to carry out effective research on the people who will attend your presentation. How do you go about ‘getting inside’ the collective mind of your audience? We also look at how understanding different behavioural styles allows you to analyse your audience and adapt your approach.


Being able to create a clear structure that’s easy to follow is one of the principal skills of successful presenting. Chapter 6 introduces a tried and tested way of doing this and goes on to explain how to manage the audience’s attention span.


Different ways of opening your presentation with impact so you grab your audience’s attention from the outset are described in Chapter 7. We also advise on how best to conclude your presentation effectively.


Chapter 8 includes innovative and creative ways of bringing facts to life and making them memorable, such as stories, anecdotes, case studies, examples, metaphor and humour.


When should you use a script and when are notes better? And how do you present successfully and remember what you’re going to say if you don’t use notes? These are just some of the questions we answer in Chapter 9.


Death by PowerPoint – that’s something too many presenters inflict on their audience. In Chapter 10 we show you how to get the best from this program, as well as a range of other visual aids.


Chapter 11 is all about rehearsing and timing, part of the preparation process that’s often neglected, but which is essential if you’re to deliver well.


Many people get nervous when presenting, some have full-blown panic attacks. How do you cope with nerves and develop a feeling of confidence and ease? We reveal all in Chapter 12.


Final preparations can make the difference between success and failure, so in Chapter 13 we give you a checklist of things to think about, including how to work with different room layouts and how to handle logistics.


Chapter 14 is all about getting off to a good start and engaging the audience. How do you build rapport with a group and get them on your side? By using eye contact, smiling and being personable.


What do you do with your hands? And how should you stand and move? Chapter 15 will tell you everything you ever wanted to know about posture, body language and movement but were afraid to ask.


Using your voice well is central to communicating your ideas well, but what exactly does that mean? In Chapter 16 we look at how to sound interesting and engaging by varying your volume, pitch, rhythm, pace and intonation.


Language matters. It’s not just the way that you say it, it’s what you say as well. Chapter 17 is all about the words we use, and how to make them as concise, clear, credible and compelling as possible.


Any questions? That’s what most presenters say when they’ve finished speaking. But what do you say when you don’t know the answer? And how do you get people to ask questions in the first place. Find out in Chapter 18.


Into every life a little rain must fall, but you don’t want problems when you’re presenting. In Chapter 19 we help you deal with some of the common challenges you’re likely to encounter when speaking in public.


In Chapter 20, we look in more detail at how to get the best from a range of presentation situations then in the final chapter we provide a list of resources for those who would like to take things further.





Insight


We’ve helped thousands of people, at all levels of ability and experience, to improve the way they present and speak in public. Presenting provides you with the perfect opportunity to make a positive impact and raise your profile. Investing time in learning about public speaking will make you more successful.






Ten faults audiences hate most


Now, before you turn the page, and as a way of getting you thinking about presenting, we would like you to reflect for a moment on presentations you’ve seen. What turns you off? What really drives you crazy? How many of the items on your list match our top ten faults?


 


 




	
No clear purpose This may seem obvious, but all too often presenters leave their audience wondering what it was all about.



	
Not knowing your audience Delivering a presentation that’s not appropriate or relevant to the audience leaves them wondering why they wasted their time. There has to be a benefit to them in listening and you need to make this clear.



	
Death by PowerPoint Many presenters fall into the trap of having too many slides filled with too much information.



	
Monotone delivery There’s nothing worse than a voice that drones on at the same pitch, pace and volume. This fault’s guaranteed to send people to sleep.



	
Lack of preparation If you haven’t prepared it shows and they think you can’t be bothered to make the effort.



	
Lack of structure If there’s no clear path to follow, or flow of information, your audience will switch off.



	
Not connecting with the audience Some presenters are so focused on themselves they don’t build rapport with the audience.



	
Offering weak evidence If you don’t support your ideas with evidence you’ll lose credibility, so do your homework.



	
Running over time If you go on too long boredom sets in and they stop listening. Prepare something slightly shorter than the time available and make sure you leave time for a proper ending.



	
Using jokes inappropriately When in doubt leave jokes out. Use humour instead.






If you avoid these classic errors you’re on the road to delivering successful presentations. The chapters to come reveal ways to ensure you don’t fall into these traps and set you on the path to becoming not just competent but a great presenter.





Insight


One of the best ways to make sure a presentation doesn’t over-run, says Amanda, is to rehearse first. People often miss this step out or think it’s enough to go through it in their heads. When you say the words aloud you can time it.





 





TEN KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER




	
Presenting is an essential business skill.





	
To be successful in your career you need to be good at presenting.





	
Everything’s a presentation – meetings, networking events and formal speaking opportunities provide a chance to present.





	
Meetings are a great place to practise and showcase your presentation skills.





	
Presenting gives you the ideal platform to raise your profile and make an impact.





	
To communicate effectively you need to be clear, concise, credible and compelling.





	
When you present you’re selling ideas and seeking to get buy-in.





	
The skills of presenting can be used in many areas of your life.





	
This book gives you a thorough grounding in the theory and practice of presenting.





	Once you’re aware of the ten most common errors that turn an audience off you can avoid them.
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Becoming a competent presenter


In this chapter you will learn:




	what it means to be a competent presenter


	what good presenters believe and how that drives their behaviour


	how to hone your skills.






Confidence to competence


 


Maria avoids making presentations unless she really has to. When her boss asks her to present a summary of the monthly accounts she’ll come up with any excuse she can think of to get out of it. She hates being in the spotlight with all eyes on her and would never dream of volunteering to speak in public.


Some people only present under protest. They avoid doing so whenever they can because they get anxious and feel uncomfortable. Fear of speaking in public is probably the most common fear there is, so Maria is far from unusual. But it’s a fear that can be overcome, relatively easily, opening the door to becoming a competent and capable presenter. Happily, not everyone is held back by their insecurities.


 


Henry’s scared of presenting but knows it will help him progress in the company. He’s willing to have a go in low key situations, such as speaking to the rest of the team, and spends ages trying to get it right. When Henry does present it goes okay, and he breathes a sigh of relief when it’s all over. He doesn’t believe it’s something he might ever come to enjoy. For him it’s a necessary evil.


Some people give presenting a go even if it frightens them because they recognize the value they can gain from it. They don’t dare believe they’ll be any good at speaking in public, let alone great. That’s for other people, not them. On our courses people often laugh at the idea that they one day may come to think of presenting as pleasurable. What they don’t yet know, or believe, is that it’s possible to make this shift.



What gets in the way?


What prevents us from feeling confident and fulfilling our potential? Why does our performance often fall some way short of what we’re capable of achieving? Tim Gallwey, in his influential book The Inner Game of Work, says the situation can be summed up in one simple equation:


 






	p = P – i








Our performance (p) always falls short of our potential (P) because of interference (i). This is certainly true of presenting. We all have the potential to be great but things get in the way. Interference often takes the form of conversations taking place inside our head. ‘You’re not very good at this’, we may say to ourselves, or ‘This is going to be difficult’, with the resulting negative feelings causing us to under perform or achieve only average results. We may use ‘fillers’ such as ‘er’ and ‘um’, talk too fast, or display nervous body language such as shuffling our feet or fiddling with a ring.


The good news is that fear of public speaking can be overcome, whether you’ve had a bad experience in the past or are simply worried about making mistakes. If you have a serious issue with confidence and have a presentation coming up we suggest you read Chapter 12 now.



Starting out with confidence


 


Lena leaps at the chance of presenting at team meetings. She sees this as an opportunity to shine and raise her profile. Although she’s only presented a few times, she watches other people and believes she can do it just as well as them, with a little practice.


Some people are confident from the outset. They’re willing to ‘step up to the plate’ and give it a go. When we have high self-esteem and believe in ourselves it’s much easier to imagine a successful outcome in anything we take on. The more we practise the better we become, and the less stressful we find the experience.


Good presenters focus on continually improving what they do because small changes lead to big results. If you only present occasionally you won’t build up much experience or confidence, so take any opportunity you can to have a go.



The four stages of learning


Some people find speaking in public easy. At the drop of a hat they can stand up and hold a room spellbound for as long as they want. Were they born that way? While it might seem as if they have a natural ‘talent’, in fact it’s something they have learnt to do. Many of the world’s most revered speakers have received lots of training and coaching. They didn’t have the ‘wow’ factor when they started out.


Presenting is a skill, like playing a musical instrument or driving a car. If others can learn to do it, so can you. It’s just a matter of understanding the principles and putting in the practice. You may never have thought of it, but when we learn something new we go through four distinct stages that take us from incompetence to competence.


[image: Image]


Figure 2.1 The four stages of learning.


1 Unconscious incompetence


In this stage not only do you not know how to do something, you don’t even know you don’t know. It’s often not until a person is asked for the first time to give a presentation they realize they have little or no idea what to do – and that’s when they decide to come on one of our courses!


2 Conscious incompetence


It’s at this stage you realize you don’t know how to do something – you become conscious of your incompetence. It may be one of the reasons you’re reading this book. Maybe you gave that presentation and discovered there were lots of gaps in your abilities. Perhaps someone gave you some negative feedback or you simply realized that it didn’t go very well. You are becoming increasingly aware of all the things you don’t know how to do and want to learn how to do them.



3 Conscious competence


But knowing what you need to do will only take you so far. You can ‘know’ how to play the piano – it involves moving your fingers up and down the keyboard – but if you don’t sit down and practise you won’t ever become competent. It’s the same with presenting. You start to stand well, gesture more effectively, pause for emphasis and make better eye contact. But it’s ‘clunky’ to begin with. You have to remember to do it consciously, and you sometimes forget. If you’ve ever learnt to drive a car you’ll know that practising new skills during this stage requires plenty of concentration. You can also feel self-conscious when trying out new presentation skills, because what you are doing is in public, and at first it doesn’t feel natural.


4 Unconscious competence


We quickly learn new habits. And after a couple of driving lessons we’re able to change gear and use the indicator without having to think. We have developed unconscious competence. It’s the same with presenting. It doesn’t take long before everything becomes second nature, and we automatically implement what we’ve learnt, becoming a competent presenter in the process.





Insight


One of the challenges when you’ve achieved unconscious competence is maintaining it, says Amanda. It’s all too easy for bad habits to creep back in. The secret of success isn’t to become complacent. You need to keep reassessing your presentation skills and seek ways to continually improve.





WHERE ARE YOU ON THE JOURNEY TO COMPETENCE?


Complete the quiz below to assess where you are on your journey to competence. It will help you to get a better understanding of where to focus your attention as you read the rest of this book. Tick or circle the letter that most accurately reflects your current experience of presenting.


1


a I generally feel anxious before presenting and continue to feel nervous when I speak


b I sometimes feel a little nervous when presenting but am able to channel my nervous energy


c I am generally relaxed about the idea of presenting and occasionally experience nerves in certain situations such as big occasions, large or hostile audiences


2


a I have limited or no experience of presenting


b I have some experience of presenting


c I have wide experience of presenting in a variety of situations


3


a I understand the importance of preparation and am not sure of the best method


b I know preparation is important and sometimes prefer to ‘wing it’


c I always put time aside to work on and rehearse presentations


4


a I include lots of detail to make sure I don’t miss out anything important


b I pick out the key points I want to convey and use specific evidence to support the facts


c I only use information that supports my key messages and put details in supporting documents


5


a I put my presentation together in the order important ideas occur to me


b I structure my presentation in an orderly sequence with one thing following another


c I structure my presentation in a logical way using clear transitions that make it easy for the audience to follow


6


a I use visual aids as a prompt in case I forget what I want to say


b I sometimes use visual aids to act as a reminder of what comes next


c I only use visual aids to help the audience understand a key point using a graph or diagram or where it will make my presentation more engaging. I sometimes choose to present without them


7


a I stick to the facts I need to get across


b I use examples and case studies to bring ideas to life


c I tell stories and anecdotes as well as use case studies to make my presentation engaging


8


a I don’t know what a rhetorical technique is


b I’ve heard of rhetorical techniques but never attempted to use one


c I incorporate rhetorical techniques into my presentation to add impact


9


a I’m not sure how to stand or what to do with my arms


b I know posture is important and use some gestures when I present


c I move and stand well using gestures appropriately to add emphasis


10


a People say my voice is soft, quiet or monotone


b When people comment on my voice they suggest ways to improve it such as projection, pitch or pace


c I’m able to vary the way I use my voice to add emphasis and engage the audience


11


a I know I use a lot of ‘fillers’ such as ‘um’, ‘er’, ‘okay’, ‘you know’, ‘kind of’, ‘actually’ or ‘basically’, when I present


b I’m aware of using some ‘fillers’ when I’m not well prepared or talk too fast


c I use pauses for impact and rarely use ‘fillers’


12


a I’m afraid the audience will catch me out by asking something I can’t answer


b I prepare for questions and know how to manage the question and answer session effectively


c I take questions in my stride and am able to handle interruptions and challenges easily


Award yourself one point for every a, two for every b and three for every c. Add up your points and then find out where you need to focus attention to develop your skills as a presenter.


If you scored between 12 and 18 you’re probably new to presenting or have learnt to present without formal training. It’s likely you feel uncomfortable or downright nervous when you present. This book will help you understand how to prepare a presentation effectively and feel confident you can do a good job. We also recommend you sign up for an introductory level training course to get a better understanding of your current skills.


A score of 19 to 24 suggests you’ve presented a few times and may have received some training in how to present or learnt what to do by watching others. You’ll find it worthwhile to look back over your scores and see which areas need most attention. If your body language or voice isn’t up to scratch you would benefit from signing up for an advanced level or refresher course or getting some one-to-one coaching from a good presenter. If it’s your preparation that lets you down, pay close attention to Chapter 3.


A score of 25 to 30 suggests you’re likely to have notched up quite a few presentations and have learnt how to present effectively. To go to the next level you may need to become more accomplished at telling stories, using humour, or incorporating rhetorical techniques. You’ll find Chapter 6, Shaping Your Presentation and Chapter 8, Adding ‘Flavour’ to Generate Interest worthy of special attention. If you plan to get some more training we recommend signing up for a Presentations Masterclass.


If you scored between 30 and 36, frankly we’re not sure why you’re reading this book as you clearly know a lot about presenting. Maybe like most top presenters you recognize the need to keep your skills sharp and up to date. We think you’ll find some useful hints and tips in this book to help you polish your skills, and lots of ideas for improving your presentations still further.
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