WOW YOUR AUDIENCE WITH YOUR WORDS

By Robert A. Richert, DTM

When presenting a speech do you feel that your vocabulary is sometimes ordinary, awkward, or lacking in descriptive power?  Does, the Ah Counter or Grammarian frequently call on you for transitioning between speech segments with filler words and phrases such as and, and a, or so?  Do you often find yourself groping to find the right words?  This article is designed to offer specific suggestions to help speakers improve their language usage, a key element of dynamic communication.  Meanwhile, we should always be working to improve our grammar and vocabulary.
Don’t memorize or rely upon a script for notes:  Many Toastmasters try to avoid the above problems by committing their entire speech to memory or by writing out the entire speech word for word.  Memorizing every word of a speech is a time consuming and difficult task for today’s busy people.  It often discourages them from speaking as often as they should.  Reading from a fully written script is not the answer either (see my article, Say Goodbye to your Script for more detailed information).  Not only does a fully written script tie the speaker to his notes, thus inhibiting effective eye contact, vocal variety, and gestures, it also causes the following negative effects related to language:  
· Reading from a script while trying to maintain eye contact with the audience often causes the speaker to lose his place and this invariably disrupts the continuity of the speech.  The speaker finds himself groping to find his place, and this may cause him to fumble his words.  

· Dependence upon a script inhibits improvisation; for example, the ability to react spontaneously to an unexpected reaction from the audience or to tweak various minor points in your talk on the fly.

· When a speaker is tied to a script this places a barrier between the speaker and the audience.  No matter how heartfelt the language of your script, the audience is likely to perceive that your oral presentation is not delivered with sincerity and that you lack confidence in yourself and the subject matter of your talk.   

Use an outline:  If you feel that your language usage is sub-par, please don’t try to solve the problem by writing out your speech word for word and then reading from it verbatim.  Instead, speak from a simple outline, with key words or phrases highlighted (see my article, Idea to Outline for more detailed information).  Speaking from an outline does not require that you memorize the entire speech but it does require some practice.  Thus, don’t become discouraged in the beginning.  You must place trust in your ability to formulate the right words for major portions of your speech.  Allow a few key words or phrases in your outline to ‘trigger’ a flood of information in your mind about your topic, thus allowing your speech to move forward.  

Provided that they are not lengthy, if you feel that certain points or sentences in your talk must be conveyed precisely, by all means commit them to memory; in a seven minute speech this may be up to ten important points.  That is a reasonably ‘do-able’ number!  However, consider that even if a point must be stated precisely, you may not need to memorize the entire sentence, only a few key words.  For example, if you want to say, “I saw the frightened feline fleeing the seen of the crime”, the words ‘frightened feline fleeing’ or even ‘FFF’ placed on your outline should suffice to trigger the correct sentence.

If your speech contains substantial amounts technical or statistical information, it is unlikely that you will be able to commit all of that detail to memory, and placing all the information on your outline will cause the previously mentioned problems associated with reading from a script.  Furthermore, it is asking a great deal of your audience that they listen attentively and recall a long list of statistics or large amounts of technical information; whether they are read from your notes or presented orally without them.  The best way to resolve these problems is to go over the main points in your oral presentation and place the detailed information on a handout so that the audience can take it home to review in detail (in addition, see next section).     

Use visual aids as notes and to facilitate your language usage:  Many types of speeches, especially those that are technical or informative, benefit greatly from visual aids such as PowerPoint, an overhead projector, poster boards, or a flipchart.  Consider that these visual aids may also be used as a substitute for written notes!  However, do not write out lengthy text on your visual aids and merely read them verbatim like from a script; this is redundant and will likely bore your audience.  Instead, incorporate just a few key words or phrases on any given page and elaborate upon them in your oral presentation.  Using visual aids as your ‘notes’ provides an added bonus.  It eliminates the ‘head bobbing’ problem; repeatedly looking down at notes placed on the lectern and then up at the audience.    
The expression, “A picture is worth a thousand words” happens to be true.  Photographs, artwork, and symbols are efficient alternatives to excessive or unnecessary language, and they provide the added benefit of making your presentation visually exciting.  Photographs or clip art are quite effective tools for demonstrating emotions, actions, and setting the stage for what is to follow in your speech.  In addition, visual images are excellent vehicles for triggering stories or narratives in your mind.
Speak in a conversational manner:  One of my former mentors, the late Art Hays, used to say, “You don’t speak like you write and you don’t write like you speak.”  It’s worth repeating that it is quite difficult to communicate with sincerity if you merely recite your written words.  Freeing yourself from the rigidity of a script allows your language to flow more naturally and conversationally.  Speaking conversationally implies that your language should sound like the real you rather than you trying to sound like someone else.  Note; I don’t mean to imply that you should adopt a cavalier attitude toward your language usage.  Balance the key elements of your speech committed to memory and placed on your outline with those left to spontaneity.  

If you make a few grammatical errors along the way in your speech don’t dwell on them or make apologies.  Just move along to your next point.  The audience is more forgiving of a speech containing a few bobbled words than one read stiffly from the crutch of a script!  Most importantly, if you know your speech subject thoroughly and are well prepared, you will be less likely to lose focus and fumble for words. 

If you adopt the above suggestions and still harbor misgivings about your ability to articulate intelligently and fluently without extensive notes, here is a tip:  When you are introduced at the lectern, don’t visualize yourself speaking to a crowded audience.  Instead, create the mind set that you are situated in an intimate setting engaging in a one on one conversation with individual members of the audience.  Your anxiety will ease and the audience will perceive your message as genuine.  

Use quotations effectively:  Adding a pertinent quotation into your speech is like adding a dash of spice into a main dish.  Here’s a tip; if you choose to quote a source, especially if it is three or more sentences long, print the quotation on stiff, note card or card stock.  When you arrive at the appropriate section of your speech, pick up the card and hold it in front of you just below your chin.  Read the quotation and then put the card down.  Punctuating the flow of the speech in this rather dramatic manner arouses the attention of the audience and highlights the significance of the quoted material.  Caution; don’t overdo it with the ‘spices’ because novelty is what makes the action distinctive.  In a standard seven minute speech I suggest no more than two quotations read from a card, no more than four brief quotations stated from memory or notes, and no more than four quotations in total.  Sometimes less is more!
Use colorful, descriptive language:  One of the most important aspects of speechmaking, especially storytelling, is the incorporation of colorful and descriptive language.  In planning to tell a story or describe a setting, form a visual image of the event in your mind, complete with details.  If necessary, browse the internet for related images and study their details.  Next, try painting verbal word pictures; use language that arouses emotion and invites the audience into the scene you are describing.  Ask yourself, "What do I need to do to make the audience visualize and internalize the scene I am to describe?"  For example, you could say, “John struggled up the stairs after his knee surgery”.  Instead, however, you might elaborate; “From John’s perspective after recent knee surgery, the stairway leading up to his bedroom looked like the huge blocks of the great pyramid in Egypt.  He took a deep breath, mustered some courage, grabbed the railing firmly.  One slow but sure step after another, he ambled his way up the squeaky stairs toward his distant goal.”  The latter sentence is much more descriptive; it paints word pictures and brings the audience more graphically into the setting.  A word of caution; given speech time constraints you must be selective about how descriptive your language need be to express your message effectively.  Save detailed elaborations for places in your speech where they will be most effective or necessary.  

Adding just one descriptive word or a simple phrase can make the difference between a memorable or forgettable passage in your speech.  Hall of Fame Dodger baseball announcer Vin Scully is a master of simple, but colorful descriptions; for example; a foul ball hit off the end of the bat is “squirted away”—a change up pitch “floated up to the plate like a soap bubble”—a pitcher’s ball thrown in the dirt “killed a few worms.”  Expressions like these register vividly in our minds and are retained in our memories to a far greater degree than mere literal descriptions.

Use metaphors, similes, and analogies:  These devices literary devices are useful for making comparisons and contrasts, and help us with visualization and recall.  
· A metaphor is a figure of speech in which an implied comparison is made between two unlike things that actually have something in common.  A metaphor expresses the unfamiliar (called the tenor) in terms of the familiar (called the vehicle).  Grammar.about.com gives an example; “When Neil Young sings, ‘Love is a rose’, ‘rose’ is the vehicle for ‘love’, the tenor.  Calling a person a ‘night owl’ or an ‘early bird’ is an example of a common (or conventional) metaphor.”  
· A simile is a figure of speech in which two fundamentally unlike things are explicitly compared, usually in a phrase coupled together by like or as; for example, “Life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you are gonna get.”  Vin Scully’s phrase that a change up pitch “floated up to the plate like a soap bubble” is an excellent example of a simile.  It coveys the impression of a slowly delivered pitch in a highly visual and memorable way; and with a touch of humor!
· According to Literary Devices.net, an analogy is “…a comparison in which an idea or a thing is compared to another thing that is quite different from it. It aims at explaining that idea or thing by comparing it to something that is familiar.  …analogy is more extensive and elaborate than either a simile or a metaphor.”  The website offers the following example; the “Structure of an atom is like a solar system.  Nucleus is the sun and electrons are the planets revolving around their sun”.  Here is another descriptive example; "The fantastic variety of fruits and vegetables so elegantly displayed in our new supermarket reminded me of the delicious looking dabs of colors in a painting by the French Impressionist Claude Monet."  Making a comparison (analogy) between the fruit and the dabs of colors arouses the senses of the audience and helps them visualize the experience.  Note the use of the word 'delicious', a word associated with food, in describing the colors in a painting.  It helps to connect the two thoughts.   

Use alliteration:  According to Literary Devices.net, alliteration is “…a stylistic device in which a number of words, having the same first consonant sound, occur close together in a series”, and they offer an example; “…a better butter makes a batter better”.  Alliteration is beneficial in a speech because such phrases and sentences perk the attention of the audience, and because of repetition of the first consonant are better retained than standard sentences.  However, I think that too many words of alliteration in one sentence, like the ‘tongue twister’ example above, may become difficult for a speaker to verbalize smoothly and accurately.  In addition, too many uses of alliteration in a speech may convey to the audience that you are trying too hard to impress.  Former International Speech contest winner Don Johnson advised that three words of alliteration in any given sentence is ideal; for example, “I saw the frightened feline fleeing the scene of the crime”.  I suggest no more than six uses of alliteration in a seven minute speech.
Vary your word choice in describing the same thing:  All too often I have heard a speaker repeat the same word numerous times when alternatives are readily available; for example, in just one paragraph a speaker might say “I purchased a new car…My car is grayish blue…My car can do zero to sixty in five seconds…”  Repeating the same word in this way is redundant and creates the impression in the minds of your audience that your vocabulary is limited.  With just a quick search of my Synonym Finder I found “vehicle, automobile, auto, sedan, roadster, coupe”, as well as slang terms like “wheels, rattletrap, clunker, and bomb.”  Go to the internet and type in your word plus the word ‘synonym’ and chances are good that you will find a cornucopia—a plethora—an abundance of alternatives!   
Transition smoothly between topics:  Due to nervousness, we sometimes lose our place in transition between main topics.  Our mind goes blank and we forget our next thought.  Then we panic and either pause for an extended period causing dead time or blurt out filler words while groping to get back on track.  All too often in speech preparation we don’t give forethought to how we will bridge from one main point to another.  In order to avoid these problems, memorize or write in your outline a few key words or phrases that will link or build a bridge between your main topics.  The average seven minute speech contains three to five main points, so we are not talking major memorization here!  For example, suppose you are describing a situation in which a man is having a meal with his girlfriend during lunch hour at a restaurant, and you need to transition from that situation to his arriving back at the office to greet his angry boss.  The transition might go something like this: "While driving back to work from his lunch date and with hot coffee in his lap, Tom reached for his cell phone.  In the process, he spilled hot coffee all over his new suit.  Perhaps this was an omen, for he was about to face more heat from his boss back at the office.”  The latter sentence, particularly the word 'heat', links what has just happened to what is about to happen.  It sets the stage for what follows in a clever way and with a touch of humor.  Writing the word ‘heat’ by itself on the outline should suffice as a reminder of the transition.  

Avoid the trite phrase, “Speaking of…” to transition between main points.  For example, “My friend Tom was involved in a fender bender on his way to work.  Speaking of fender benders, my uncle Ralph is an auto mechanic.”  Unlike the example above, these two thoughts are not linked very effectively.  “Speaking of” is a gratuitous filler phrase.  Be more imaginative in choosing transitional sentences.  
Bring the audience into your speech:  Sometimes, we use the word ‘I’ too frequently, particularly when a given point applies not just to ‘I’ the speaker, but many people.  Over use of the ‘I’ word places a barrier between you and your audience, and may convey the impression that you are egotistical.  Instead, why not draw the attention of the audience by including them in your talk?  In many situations, one can easily substitute the words you, us, or we for I.  Consider these two examples; “I like to read novels” or “I was frustrated at not being able to find a parking space during holiday shopping.”  Instead, try, “Many of us like to read novels” or “We all share the frustration of finding a parking space during busy holiday shopping.”  Indeed, these two examples can be phrased as questions; for example, “Do you like to read novels?” or “Do you have difficulty finding a parking space during holiday shopping?”  Inclusive pronouns (and phrasing statements as questions as well) link you and your topic directly to the audience.  
Learn from the best:  Read novels, short stories, and other material written by authors known for the ability to explain, tell stories, and paint word pictures effectively.  Perhaps take a course in creative writing (not for the purpose of preparing a written script for a speech, but for the purposes of expanding your vocabulary and improving your language usage).  Listen to and observe well respected public speakers; live and on video.  Absorb from these resources and apply the knowledge you have gained to improve your ability to communicate orally.

 
Try implementing the suggestions in this article into your future speeches.  You will find that audiences will be more receptive to and retentive of your message! 

