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It usually takes me more than three weeks to prepare a good impromptu speech.  —Mark Twain

Be sincere; be brief; be seated.  —Franklin D. Roosevelt, on speechmaking

Always be shorter than anybody dared to hope.  —Lord Reading, on speechmaking

Why doesn’t the fellow who says, “I’m no speechmaker,” let it go at that instead of giving a demonstration?  —Kin Hubbard

There are always three speeches, for every one you actually gave.  The one you practiced, the one you gave, and the one you wish you gave.  —Dale Carnegie

A teacher’s pedagogy should be adapted to the character of the audience, so it will be suited to the individual and his or her needs, without digressing from being edifying. Aren’t the minds of attentive hearers like a harp’s taut strings, played by the skilful harpist with a variety of strokes so that a harmonious melody is produced, never a discordant one. Harmony is created because the experienced teacher knows not to pluck each string with the same kind of stroke, even though there is only one plectrum. In order to nurture all in the one virtue of charity, every teacher must touch the hearts of his hearers by using one and the same doctrine, Christ, but not by giving to all the same style of presentation. —Gregory’s The Pastoral Care (Part III)


Tips on Giving Talks Both Here and Around the World

Who ?
· Know your audience.

Who will be in your audience? They are not just faces and warm bodies in seats. Each person there is an individual. If you have 100 people in your audience, the personal arithmetic is actually one individual person times 100, so 100 individuals. If you have 1,000 people in your audience, the math goes like this: one individual person times 1,000, so 1,000 individuals. Also, please never mistake 1,000 people in your audience as more important than thirty people in your audience. Every audience is made up of individuals, and even if your audience is one sole individual, that one individual deserves your utmost best and personal attention as a speaker. Never equate larger numbers with an “important” audience, nor small numbers with an “unimportant” audience. Every audience is important. 
Is your audience diverse? Is it homogeneous? Is it a blend of the two? Who are your audience’s members? Gently describe them in your mind. What cultures make up their backgrounds? What are their occupations? What are their beliefs? What kinds of knowledge do they have? What kinds of professional and other career experiences do they have? What kinds of life experiences have they had? Do you have an audience of children? If so, what ages? Is your audience older people? Or are they young? Are they single? Are they married? Do they have children? Have they traveled abroad? How many languages do they speak? Also, what do they want to hear? What do they not want to hear? What will make them uncomfortable to hear? And what do all of these realities mean for your speech? Finally, what have you the speaker experienced or what might you share with your audience that might benefit their lives? 
Perhaps one of the greatest pieces of advice about being aware of your audience comes from a slightly surprising source—the sixth-century Christian writer Gregory and his Liber Pastoralis Curae, or The Pastoral Care. This ancient work describes how all pastors must be totally in tune with their audiences, their congregations, their “flocks.” Gregory even lists the different categories that a minister must identify and understand if he is to give judicious admonition and counsel. These include an audience member’s gender, age, and psychological background. Gregory says that a pastor must distinguish between the following in his  audience:

men and women; / the young and the old; / the poor and the rich; / the joyful and the sad; / subjects and superiors; / slaves and masters; / the wise of this world and the dull; / the impudent and the timid; / the insolent and the fainthearted; / the impatient and the patient; / the kindly and the envious; / the sincere and the insincere; / the hale and the sick; / those who fear afflictions and, therefore, live innocently, / and those so hardened in evil as to be impervious / to the correction of affliction; / the taciturn and the loquacious; / the slothful and the hasty; / the meek and the choleric; / the humble and the haughty; / the obstinate and the fickle; / the gluttonous and the abstemious; / those who mercifully give of their own, and those addicted to thieving.

His exceedingly detailed list continues for another page and a half, and subsequent chapters give explicit instructions on communicating sensitive counsel to each individual.  

Where?
· Where is your audience in their day and in their week?

First, are they about to eat lunch? Are they hungry? Have they had breakfast? Or are you speaking before or after dinner? Will there be snacks? Will they be chewing as you speak? If so, don’t let that distract you. If it’s 10:00 a.m., what have they done already? Did they commute in? Did they drive? Did they take the train? How early did they get up? What are gas prices like? Also, what will the rest of their day look like, after your talk? Also, what day of the week is it? Most heart attacks happen on Mondays and at the end of the year. On the other hand, people are generally happier about being at work from Wednesday on, with Friday being the best day of all in the work week. A Tuesday meeting of, say, the Rotary Club, is still being held in the very early, buttoned-down part of the work week. Also, if it’s a Saturday or a Sunday, you should be aware that people may be taking time out of their precious weekend to hear you speak. 

· Where are you geographically and locale-wise? What is the local context of your talk?

If you are speaking in a city or at a venue like a college, university, museum, or K-12 school that is not entirely familiar to you, do some research first. Google it. Cast your net wide. I spoke at Berry College once when their women’s basketball team had just won a huge tournament victory, and because I had done my research on Berry College by going to their website and reading their “news” page, I knew that this big sports achievement was setting their campus abuzz, and therefore I was able to open my talk on medieval women mystics by working my congratulations into the “hook” of my talk. There were lots of Berry College students in the audience, and my awareness of their school pride immediately established a bond. There were also Shorter students in the audience, and I thanked them for coming, too. 

Often, if you are speaking at a gathering to which the local community is coming in addition to students at a university/college, you need to know the record of the local baseball, basketball, or football (ETC.) team. If a World Series or other major sporting event is going on, you can really connect with your audience by knowing this fact and working it in. Also remember that some cities have more than one major professional team. If you are in Chicago, for example, you must determine what professional baseball team your audience is rooting for—the Chicago White Sox or the Chicago Cubs. These two teams from Chicago have a fierce cross-town rivalry. Do not look such information up on Wikipedia, as it’s not as reliable. Instead, ask someone there on the ground. Ask several people: “Who are you rooting for?” Or, Facebook a student or colleague there in advance. Ask a taxi driver once you get there or a bus driver. I’ve done all of these. They are good ways to get golden information.

It is also helpful if you know of other accomplishments or milestones that that community has recently celebrated or is about to celebrate. I was once asked to speak at a Rotary Club in California on November 18th. By doing my Internet research, I discovered that the Rotary Club would celebrate its 100th anniversary on November 12th, 2008; therefore, I alluded to this monumental milestone when I spoke. It was a good hook. Other possibilities include mentioning important trips that college/university music ensembles are about to make (such as the Shorter College Chorale), Phi Beta Kappa awards that someone in the audience has received, scholarships of various sorts that have been awarded, service projects that have been carried out, debates that have been won, significant alumni achievements, and other milestones reached by different organizations. Just keep your ear to the ground, and more praiseworthy information is always coming to the surface.

· Where in history are you? What is the national historical context of your talk? 

What national or religious holiday or historical remembrance is happening on, before, or right after your talk? What happened in history near your speaking engagement? For example, if you are talking in Chapel in America the day before 9-11, you may want to work this significant historical event into the warp and woof of your talk or into its opening. The audience will often have such an event in mind (and so will you), and you need to work with them (and with your own heart) in acknowledging the obvious importance of the historical timeframe in which you are speaking. If you are talking in a college chapel event on Veterans Day, for example, you may want to be ready to segue from the awesome music (a song observing the importance of veterans) into your talk on, say, “Love Is the Key to Unlocking Any Prison Door,” by thanking your audience for coming and by acknowledging that there is no better way to honor veterans and observe and celebrate peace by coming to Chapel because the purpose of a Chapel gathering is to bring peace to my heart and peace to the world. 

When you are speaking abroad, you are still responsible for knowing the national or religious holiday and/or historical context of your talk. For example, in South Korea I spoke once during Chusok, one of the largest holidays there. We had not been in Korea long, so I asked my chair, Dr. Cho, Sook-Whan, to explain its significance to me and to tell me how her family would celebrate Chusok. Chusok is the Korean Thanksgiving and celebrates family and ancestors especially. Sook-Whan told me of their customs during this holiday. Then I better understood the importance of family to Koreans, so when I gave my talk, I emphasized the notion of family already in it without directly speaking about Chusok itself, since as an American it was not my holiday and I did not want to seem overreaching. If I had been in Korea longer than a couple of months, I might have spoken of Chusok to this all-Korean audience, though. 

What? 

· What is your topic? 

This question is especially deceptive. You “know” what you’re going to talk about, so you assume that you’ve fully articulated that topic to yourself. A speaker will often have the ideas in his or her mind without ever fully articulating them for an audience, who certainly cannot read a speaker’s noggin. In other words, one of the main reasons for boring speeches is that the speaker has not fully thought through his or her topic. It’s like presenting your audience with a half-baked, soggy cake. 

Have you ever seen a speaker do this sort of high-wire act? Standing in front of others thinking out the topic as he or she speaks—that is no way to give an engaging talk. It’s called “being unprepared.” Writing down what you want to say usually helps you articulate how to say it to others. In this form of writing (speech-writing) as in all others, revision is the key for most people. Don’t be afraid to revise your work. In fact, be happy; revise! Try to write only what you would actually say. Make your writing style match your speech patterns. If you think, Nah, that’d be boring! then perhaps you need to upgrade your normal speaking style. (
It goes without saying that putting in the hours to research a talk or an essay conscientiously is essential to creating a quality talk or a splendid essay. A well-researched talk will hold your audience’s attention much better than the thrown-together-at-the-last-minute speech. Also, such research helps you make sure you know how to pronounce words that you often write but rarely say or that you may find your tongue trips over when you say them in front of an audience: prerogative,  arctic, calvary, and February, for example, and any terms in other languages that you’ve never before tried to pronounce. Also, if you don’t know how to pronounce the name of the person introducing you, now is the time to research that. Get the hay in the barn. People’s names matter, and you don’t want to be standing in front of an audience stammering around, saying, “Well, I wrote Weltanschauung here, but, goodness me, I really don’t know how to pronounce that word now that I look at it straight on—anybody?” In addition to being very not professional, you are distracting your audience, who may soon be thinking, Huh? Who invited this speaker? Is it time for lunch yet?
How?

· Have a “hook.”

Your audience is a fish swimming past you. Why should it turn its attention to you? Your first words hook them in or don’t. You don’t usually get a second chance at capturing your audience’s attention. Don’t lose it. Use these first moments to their fullest. Plan ahead. What will your hook be? Often a prop works well. I took a shovel once to talk to hundreds of kindergartners about writing. A song works well also (at the beginning or at the end of a talk). Even if you need to thank those who invited you (and you should), you must have a hook right after that expression of gratitude. Don’t take your audience’s attention for granted. Hook them in. Often a quotation in another language works well, too, IF you explain it later on and make the audience see that they can relate to it and that it relates to your speech’s points. Simply being “erudite” (whatever THAT is) or merely trying to sound “impressive” (however that’s done) won’t hook your audience in; such drivel will just make them think, Who is this egghead? Is it time for lunch yet?
· Follow whatever time limit you are given. 
This rule is sacrosanct to me. Be very observant of time limits. Observing time limits marks the professional speaker from the amateur. Amateurs only obey the limits of their arrogance and/or the prolixity of their disorganization, which always has pernicious affects, creating long and winding talks that reach the maximum in boring. The only way a speech can be ruined with some certainty is when it goes over the time limits or the audience’s patience. I feel the same way about toast—about the only way you can ruin toast is to burn it, to leave it in the toaster too long. Ignoring time limits and the audience’s own limits of patience are certain ways to “burn” a speech up to a inedible crisp. Also, your host is less likely to invite you back if you go on and on and ignore the twenty-minute limit he or she gave you.

Remember that one page of typed, double-spaced work usually translates into two minutes of a speech. In other words, it takes about two minutes to say aloud one page of typed, double-spaced work. That is a good rule of measurement. Remember, though, that how fast or how slowly you speak can affect that general rule of thumb. Also, many speech coaches suggest that you don’t want to talk painfully slowly when giving a speech but that a brisk pace. The logic there is that a brisk pace is good and even easier for an audience to absorb (they do not, however, recommend an overwhelmingly fast pace). Also, when in a country where the audience may know English as their fifth language, you may have to slow down your usual pace of delivery when talking.

· Be aware of the format that you will be expected to follow.
On one occasion, as a Rotary Club International graduate scholar, I was asked to speak at a 

German Rotary Club in Heidelberg, (then West) Germany, when I was a Rotary stipend student at Ruprecht-Karls Universität Heidelberg. I arrived in Germany in July, and my talk was scheduled for August. I was worried that my nascent oral/spoken German might falter when I gave a talk, but the president of the Rotary Club of Heidelberg said (yes, in German), “Oh, just write it and read it. That’s what we always do.” I sighed a huge sigh of relief. The German Rotarians did not expect an extemporaneous talk but a scripted one. Academic conferences are the same. You write a twenty-minute talk (about ten typed, double-spaced pages), and you read these, page by page, until you’re through. At one conference at The University of the South in Sewanee, Tennessee, I began a rigorous academic talk with a song in Old English that I sang from memory, and, believe it or not, my singing this song in Old English was well-received. I followed this song hook with a presentation that was exactly the right time length, and my talk was also academically rigorous. I just wanted to add zest to the usual academic talk and to articulate my joy in my subject. I knew it was a risk, but it turned out to be worth it.


Consider your audience. A chapel talk is best not entirely read. Although there are exceptions to this rule for highly formal occasions, especially very happy or very sad ones when you’re not sure you’ll make it through your speech without having something written down in front of you to guide you through your high-level emotions, it is usually best when talking to undergraduates (yes, I mean to you smart, awesome students) not to read a paper as if one is at an academic conference. But remember this—in speaking, as in life, there are always exceptions to the rule.
· First, practice in front of a mirror. 

The best orators follow this preparation guideline. Why? Practicing in front of a mirror has many merits. It gets you used to the fact that when you give a talk, there will be eyes and faces staring back at you. It will help you get over the embarrassment of that fact and the odd discomfort of all those staring eyes. Giving a talk means people are indeed looking at you. Look back at them and feel good about it. You just have to get used to looking back and to feeling good about it! Look for those who are smiling and accept their energy and warmth. They will help calm you.
By practicing in front of a mirror, you will also start noticing your “speech tics.” Everyone has them. Do you move your foot back and forth? Do you rock on the heels of your feet? Do you move from side to side? Do you put your hands in your pockets? Do you arch your eyebrows up and down? Do you tug your hair? Practicing in front of a mirror will show you these tics, and an awareness of them will help you phase them out of your talks.

· Practice your talk as you will give it. 

This exercise will help you remember that you will need your memory stick, your glasses (if you’re middle-aged and can’t read without them!), a PowerPoint (if you’re using one), and any assorted props. I always write down what I need on the title page of my talk. (Yes, it’s classy to have a title page, including your title, your name, the venue, and the date and time of your talk.) Practicing your talk as you will give it will also help you see that you may need an extension cord or a memory stick, things that are easily forgotten, unless one has truly done a “dry run.” 

Other points needing attention will crop up when you practice. For example, you may find that the computer on which you are downloading your PowerPoint presentation does not accept the newer software form of PowerPoint but requires the 1997-2003 version. By going in early to the venue and practicing, you become aware of such incompatibilities and the changes they require and can make them early instead of panicking the morning of your talk, when you can’t get your PowerPoint to download and must return to your office and redo it and then bring it back. 

If you can, go and practice during the time of day when the light will be as it will be during your actual talk. By doing this, you may find that some images in your PowerPoint do not “show up” and must be made lighter or darker to fit the lighting in that venue at that time. I have had this happen!

· Make your PowerPoint essential.

Do not put your speech on your PowerPoint so that you can go through it slide by slide,

reading it aloud. PowerPoint is meant to add visual sinew to your talk. It should make your points “pop” out to your audience. Add motion to your PowerPoint. Make it a mini-movie, if that will get your points across. If you can, let your PowerPoint add to your talk. Don’t let it be just another way of packaging your script. That’s boring. Also, please don’t make chockablock PowerPoints. Have some design for the background and a consistent font. Then be creative. Link to it to sites on the web, too.
·  Be prepared for everything to go wrong, including your PowerPoint’s not working.

Yes, make your PowerPoint essential, and, yes, practice it in the venue beforehand; but also 

be prepared that your PowerPoint may not work and that your talk may have to go on PowerPoint-less. These things do happen, and, oh, is it frightening if they do. But your script for your speech should be so engaging that it can carry the day without a PowerPoint.

If everything does go wrong—if your PowerPoint freezes up or something else, don’t add to the problems by pointing out in long, discursive, and distracting stories how you tried for this problem not to arise but sometimes the best-laid plans are disrupted and you can never tell when it will happen and you are so very, very, very, exceedingly sorry that it has happened and please forgive you and that you know your audience is being bothered with this terribly tedious interruption. Determine quickly if the problem can or will be fixed, and if it can’t be, move on to Plan B. You should always have a Plan B, a Plan C, and so forth.

· Be prepared to engage your audience.

Have the paradigm in your head that your audience is essential to your giving this speech well. In other words, realize in your very marrow that your speech only happens with the help of your audience, that you can’t give this speech without them. If a tree falls in a forest and no one is there to hear it fall, does it make a sound? Can you give your talk (really, can you give it) without someone in that audience to hear it? See your audience as your partner, as the other person on that see-saw without whom you can neither rise nor fall. Do this mental exercise each time you give a talk, and you are over halfway towards giving a great speech. 
How you engage your audience is up to you. But keep in mind that that is the whole purpose of your talk. Don’t focus on impressing your audience but on engaging them. You don’t want your audience going away saying, “Wow, that speaker was so smart!” You want them going away saying, “Wow! I learned something!” Or, “Wow! I knew that!” Or, “Wow! That changed my point of view!” Or, “Wow! That was inspiring! I want to try that.”

You must also answer this question for your audience, “So what?” What is the “so what?” of your talk? You can be a rocket science expert talking about rocket science, but your audience doesn’t want to know that you’re an “expert.” They want to know the “so what?” of your topic. What does it matter for them? How can your topic make a difference in their lives? Imagine in your mind that you are talking to your audience, and one of them raises a hand to ask, “So what?” What is your answer? That is your topic.

· If you can add intelligent humor that helps advance your points, do. 

If you humor succeeds and your audience laughs, do not yourself become distracted by their laughter. Don’t let it tempt you into that space where you say in your head, Oh, they laughed! They love me! That feels so marvelous! I love it when they laugh! So I’ll try another joke. I mean—I didn’t plan this next bit, but maybe they’ll laugh again! Please laugh! Oh! I love it when you laugh! Instead, stay on point. Follow your game plan. Keep giving your speech. Almost let yourself forget that your audience laughed. That’s like a bonus.
· If you can advance your points by telling stories, do, always and forever (within the time limit!). 

Telling a fitting story is the best way to get your audience involved and engaged. Tell it passionately. Don’t tell the story halfway. Tell it wholeheartedly. Make it sing. Give the characters voices, if you can. Liven it up. Sing the songs in it. Growl the growl-sounds in it. See? Don’t tell them your story; show it to them. Paint them a picture in sinewy words. Give them some mental theater. Create theater for your audience’s minds. Another principle of theater—do not turn your back to your audience, unless you are doing so for a well-thought-out reason.

· Remember your venue and its space issues. 

If you are in a large venue, you can make larger gestures (just as actors are taught). Also, if you’re in a large venue, you may speak more loudly and make more of a commotion. If you’re in a small, intimate venue, dial everything down. Don’t make those on the back row of a large venue turn to each other and ask, lost, “What did the speaker say?” And don’t make those in a small venue think, I wish the speaker wouldn’t shout at me. 
Always get there early, the day before if possible, or at least a few hours early, so you can get “the lay of the land.” Where will your podium or speaking space be? Where will the audience be? I have gotten to academic conferences early and have rearranged my podium to be in the middle of an audience rather than off to one side. Know your space ahead of time. Don’t let it surprise you.

Also remember that using a podium creates a more static, more formal speech. It creates the very real spatial notion that you, the speaker, are imparting knowledge to them, the audience. It’s much more us versus them in spirit. This spatial arrangement can be helpful for certain occasions. In a college chapel, I usually prefer not to use a podium so that I can interact more freely with the audience, so that there is no barrier between them and me. We are one community. Not having a podium can be intimidating at first, but once you get used to it, it can also be very freeing. A no-podium speech to me is always a tad bit like, Woah, that water is cold! at first, the way swimming in the ocean can be—that first toe in feels cold but once you put your whole self under those powerful waves, then it becomes exhilarating—once you’ve gotten used to it. All that said, sometimes having a podium there is perfect because it holds your talk’s pages and any books and props that you want to show the audience. You can make a podium less of a communication hindrance, especially if you have a lapel mic and can move from side to side some, coming out from behind the podium.
· Get there early and test the mic.

It doesn’t matter how many times your host says, “Oh, we have a great sound system. You’ll 

love it. Don’t worry.” Always get there early and test the mic. If it’s a lavalier clip-on mic (wireless lapel mic), think about how you will wear it. Where can it clip? Will it clip onto your blazer or coat or? Also, will your pants hold up the belt-clip transmitter box? Where will you put that belt-clip transmitter box if you’re wearing a dress?

· Accept that you will be nervous.

Some speakers never get nervous. I am not one of them. A student told me something very wise once when I asked her before giving two commencement speeches at Shorter College, “Why do I get so nervous? It’s almost debilitating!” This wise student said, “Dr. Butcher, you get nervous? Seriously? It doesn’t show. I think if you do get nervous, it’s because you care so much!” If you are one of us who gets nervous before giving a speech, accept the nervousness, turn it over to God, prepare, prepare, prepare, and then tell yourself to slowly breathe in and out, trying not to let your breathing become panicked as you sit and wait to get up. Then in that split second right before you get up to talk, you’ll likely realize as I always do, Girlfriend, this is not about you and your nerves. This is about your communicating with those individuals in the audience. You’ve prepared. You’ve prayed. Now get up there and forget yourself. Give your talk. 


So accept being nervous and move forward. 
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