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More Than Words 
Tips on Professional Speaking 

 

J. Brad Morgan 

Introduction 
Every time General Colin Powell steps up to a micro-

phone, he earns more than $50,000. The authors of the 
book entitled, “A Passion for Excellence: The Leadership 
Difference”, Nancy Austin and Tom Peters have turned their 
passionate skills into a million dollar industry catering to 
fast-thinking, forward looking executives. What do these 
people know about presenting that you don’t? Not much, 
yet each has developed a personal cache of secret strategies 
and techniques that have helped them become successful 
presenters they are today. What do these people know 
about professional speaking that you don’t? Certainly, I 
don’t consider myself in the same league as these speakers; 
however, I can give you a few brief secrets that will hope-
fully improve your speaking arsenal. 

Channel Your Nervousness 
 A great deal of work must be done prior to stepping be-

hind the microphone and in front of a captive audience. It is 
my personal opinion it is a must that one gets in the right 
frame of mind prior to speaking one word. I refer to this as 
“Getting yourself into the spirit of greatness.” In order to 
overcome and maintain any nervousness, I try to get in the 
right frame of mind by practicing a talk out loud, not in 
your mind, and do a rehearsal out loud with an audience of 
people. These people could include your colleagues, 
friends, spouse and kids, any interested party. While prac-
ticing out loud, I think you should practice using the tech-
nology that will be used during the presentation. As the 
technology gets more and more sophisticated, you need to 
practice using it. What does that technology include? You 
will probably have a LCD projector and a computer. If you 
are using animation, you will want to make sure your lap-

top is fast enough that the animations work well. You can 
get nervous if you have to wait a while for your screens to 
change.  

Finding The Mix Of Hard Data and Stories 
I do not consider myself a master storyteller. However, 

good storytelling requires more than just having an ear for 
the dramatic or a compelling delivery. Some audiences re-
quire a bigger dose of hard facts, data or statistics fairly 
early in the presentation so that you can establish a founda-
tion of creditability before you can use stories. Interjecting 
pertinent stories into your presentation allows the speaker to 
shed the perception that the “O Great One” has entered the 
room to enlighten the little people. The late Malcolm 
Knowles (known as the father of adult learning) stated, 
“That the most important trait of a presenter is that sense of 
humility that says, I am here as a fellow traveler and we are 
going to learn together.”  We have to remember that good, 
effective presentations are a partnership and not a mono-
logue.  

Take Advantage Of Early Arrivals 
Chatting with early arrivals before a presentation has 

many advantages. For example, it helps me connect with 
some of the attendees and learn a few names, but it also 
allows me to do quick needs assessment to uncover some of 
their expectations for the session. Personally, I am not a fan 
of presenters who lurk in the shadows until they are for-
mally introduced. I find it a bit unusual if you act as though 
you are invisible before the presentation, even though eve-
ryone knows who you are. Then, the moment you start pre-
senting, you flip a switch and become welcoming and 
friendly.  

Create And Use Visuals 
I am a fan of visuals as long as they are effective, concise 

and easy to interpret. Take this checklist and make sure 
your visuals meet these suggested guidelines. 

• Use readable, consistent typeface. Use sans serif fonts 
(Arial, Tahoma, Helvetica) for the text on your slide. 
These font styles are much cleaner and clearer than 
fonts such as Times New Roman. 
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• Limit the text to a few phrases on a screen. A good 
rule of thumb is six lines down and six words across. If 
your slides contain more information, try to highlight 
or animate the most important information. 

• Write phrases, not sentences. If you put sentences on 
your screen, you have nothing to add. Use the phrases 
as cues to remind you about the additional comments 
you will add. If you just read the words on the slides 
and don’t add anything, you won’t come across as an 
effective presenter. 

• Vary the look of the slides: Mix up data slides with 
charts, pictures, graphs, and bulleted phrases. Incorpo-
ration of photographs into your presentation is very ef-
fective and establishes creditability for the presenter. 
Lay out a hard copy of your slides and make sure there 
is a variety of looks throughout he presentation. 

• Use color with care. Choose colors for your screen 
that convey the appropriate message. Using shades of 
red used for text is not effective and cannot be seen on 
your slides. 

Conclude With Conviction 
What would you say about a concert if the last note was 

off key? Unfortunately, many presenters end their presenta-
tions with the unspoken message that they are glad they are 
done and now they just want to get out of there. Even if you 
feel like this, never show your audience. You want to con-
clude with style and confidence giving the impression that 
you could stand up there another hour and be perfectly 
content. Your conclusion is more important than your open-
ing. Your conclusion leads your audience to think about 
you and your topic after your talk or to forget the entire ex-
perience. You must save enough energy to be lively and 
energetic as you summarize. Here are some ways to con-
clude with style: 

• Tell a “Just Imagine” scenario. End your presentation 
with a story about what will happen after your next 
steps are implemented. Give your audience a clear 
visual picture about all of the benefits that will occur 
when they implement your idea, buy your product or 
engage your services.  

• Summarize your major points. You will have your 
presentation organized around a theme and in that 
theme you will have two or three points. Under these 
points you will have presented facts, statistics, pic-
tures, etc. to back up those points. When you con-
clude remind your audience of your key points.  

Manage Questions 
The vote is split. Some presenters love to be asked ques-

tions as they enjoy the exchanges with the audience. Some 
presenters want to get up, give their presentation, and not 
have to answer any questions. Unfortunately, the decision 

about whether the audience should be able to ask questions 
is not usually left up to the speaker. For most presentations, 
you are expected to answer the questions with charm, grace 
and a smile on your face. Here are some tips for being an 
effective question answerer. 

• Anticipate potential questions. Prior to your presenta-
tion, prepare answers to some questions you think 
may get asked. Just like the presentation, you should 
practice saying the answers out loud. One critical 
note, don’t be nervous before a presentation about be-
ing asked the dreaded question. Consequently, you 
will spend the whole talk waiting for the “dreaded” 
question. 

• Keep energized. Save enough energy so you feel like 
answering the questions. Pace yourself so you are able 
to answer questions with energy and excitement. 

• Be brief. Answer the question as briefly as possible. In 
a nutshell, don’t keep talking until the person’s eyes 
glaze over.  

• Be gracious, no matter what. Be respectful to ques-
tioners even if their intent is to embarrass you. Your 
audience will respect you if you answer every ques-
tion as a legitimate one. 

Take The Leap 
What separates the really good speaker from the “Just 

OK” speaker. How can you move to the next level of pre-
senting? Look over this list and start incorporating some of 
these ideas in your next presentation. 

Personalize the presentation to the group. Use examples, 
stories, visuals, people names, and their products. Talk 
about their industry. Make your points relevant to their spe-
cific interests. 

• Tell stories. Audiences love to hear about how some-
one else solved a problem, dealt with a crisis, or used 
a product that gave them great results. Look through 
your presentation and find two or three places where 
you can tell a story. Don’t settle for giving your audi-
ence just the facts/findings.  

• Use emotion when you talk. You probably aren’t be-
ing hired to be a motivational speaker, but you are ex-
pected to keep your audience awake and alive as you 
talk. Emphasize words. Share your excitement. Dare to 
go beyond your usual way of talking. Your audience 
will love the energy you have.  

• Find a coach. A presentation coach can help you get 
better. As you look for one, you want someone who 
will nurture your personality. You don’t want to be 
trained by someone you’re not. If you use visuals, you 
want the coach to be able to give you ideas on how 
your visuals can enhance your presentation style.

•  
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