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You talkin’ to me?
In our connected world of multiple methods and avenues of communication, legions of people have difficulty communicating with someone standing right in front of them. Many otherwise capable people struggle to establish a comfortable, effective dialog with an audience, whether that audience is a project team at work, a promotions board, a national sales meeting, a social networking event, or a colleague during an intimate but important conversation.
Effective, dynamic presenters, public speakers, and entertainers know that personal connection is the highest priority in any conversation, presentation or performance. Without personal connection, no one cares, no one listens, and no one watches. Whether you want to communicate to the person sitting across from you, or to one-thousand people in an auditorium, you have to connect to them. You have to connect. Even in a filled auditorium, you still need to make it seem as if you are having a one-on-one conversation with each person in the audience.
The ability to communicate with someone, to connect with them, to convince them that “I do, truly, understand, I do, truly, care,” is fundamental to helping people grow, learn, choose, and act. Few messages in life are as important as the one that conveys, “I care.”
Everything we do – how we interact with people, how we stand, how we look, what we say, how we say it, and how we listen – communicates something about us at every moment. The Way to Communicate teaches how to tap into our core and build upon our inherent sense of humanity, empathy, and self-awareness to become a better communicator. Rising from this basic, philosophical foundation, The Way to Communicate then provides the mental, physical, technical and practical tools that enable anyone to markedly improve personal communication skills and effectively communicate any message to anyone, from a one-on-one conversation to a presentation in front of a packed auditorium.
Got a message to communicate? Me too.
We are a sense-oriented species, driven largely by sight and sound, drawn to messages at every instant of our lives. We consciously and sub-consciously select, from tens-of-thousands, the sights and sounds which receive our immediate attention, and those which are relegated to short- or long-term storage, or deletion. I will sift through, or sit through, a poorly organized, poorly presented message if its subject is of intense interest to me. I may do the same if the subject is of moderate interest. But, I may dismiss a message before its importance becomes clear if its presentation is sloppy, confusing, or disrespectful.
Whether I’m a listener in an intimate conversation or sitting amidst a sea of people in an auditorium, I need to feel a personal connection with the speaker. I have to care. Empathy, respect, and connection form the foundation of effective, personal communication; the presenter must evoke those attributes and the listener must feel them.
Are they the elements of your foundation?
Communication should not be confused with the tools or platforms of communication. Sound systems, projectors, charts, DVDs, Flash animations, YouTube videos, Twitter, blogs, org charts and memos are the tools of ommunication, but they do not communicate.
Presented as a definition, effective personal communication requires more than a sender and receiver, and more than a conveyance of information – it requires delivering information in context and in a manner that conveys the information with an easily discernable, emotional component. Take that definition and word it in a more pragmatic, everyday manner and it simply means I’ve got something I want to let you know about and you’re willing to listen.
We communicate when we connect, and we can only connect if we empathize. When I evoke and recognize within myself those personal attributes I share with you, I can connect with you. When you accept my concerns, when you empathize with me, you accept my sincerity, my truth, and then I truly communicate with you. When I speak the truth and believe in my own purpose, with no agenda other than sharing my truth, I will connect with you.
But, if I am a skillful presenter of a manufactured truth, if my agenda is to have you believe, even as I do not believe, I will only connect with some of you. And at some point, many that I do connect with will discern that I am but the shine on the surface of a shallow pool.
Communication is connection, connection is empathy, and empathy is truth. Great communicating is the conveyance of truth.
We all have to do it, but only YOU can do it
PowerPoint slides don’t connect; video, animation or elaborate staging don’t connect; pretty pictures and in-your-face graphics, they won’t connect either. Any of those may evoke a reaction, cause a stir, get people interested or fired up or laughing or crying or yelling or falling asleep, but in the end it’s a person-to-person world. You have to connect to people to communicate effectively. Communicating is about more than the message, it’s about conveying the emotion, the feeling of what’s being communicated.
A communicator wants to plug-in to an audience, send energy and get energy in return. Great presenters, motivational speakers, and stand-up comedians all make an effort to connect to their audience. It may start with only one person: the comedian points to someone in the audience and asks a direct question, or, as a dynamic presenter reaches a dramatic, poignant statement in her speech, she makes and holds eye contact with someone. That single connection is seen and felt by the audience, then spreads through the audience on a wave of empathy and humanity.
“Ah,” they think, “yeah, yeah, that’s right.”
Connection, engagement, call it what you feel comfortable calling it, but it’s the basis for real communication.
I am...
I am a respected media and communications consultant. I am a communicator, but I am not a certified expert in communication. I do not have a Ph.D. or any other degree in communication studies. I left college in my second year to go on the road with a band.
I have talents which contribute to my communication skills, but talent, which I define as an understanding of and aptitude for something without benefit of training, is only a foundation. I have spent my entire adult life building on my foundation. By learning, improving, and exploring every nuance of professional creativity and communications, I have built a career designing, writing, producing, presenting and teaching communication.
Diversity builds character...or something like that
I kicked around for a year after high school, until a very low draft number prompted me to join the Army. I spent a little over three years jumping out of airplanes. I took some art school correspondence classes during that time, and I began to write. I came out of the Army, enrolled in art school full time, acted in some community theatre plays, did freelance art jobs, and landed my first paid acting gig: I was Clarence K. Watts, the electric man, part of a five-man sideshow troupe for a summer at Marriott’s Great America. We entertained people as they waited to attend the park’s circus show (four performances a day, sometimes to a crowd of a thousand, six days a week).
In late 1976, I stumbled into the ‘real’ music industry, as opposed to the ‘local’ music industry scene...which means I stopped playing in local clubs with local bands and began working as a roadie with a band that had a recording contract. I spent a decade in the touring and concert video industry, followed by years of freelance and consulting projects, everything from writing and shooting corporate videos, to medical illustration, to writing magazine articles. I also kept my acting chops by dubbing dialog for a couple of films.
As I enhanced and refined my skills, I began a long period of corporate and business work. I now have three decades of experience working for individuals and organizations ranging from Michael Jackson to Wells Fargo Bank, Gatorade to Schwinn, and the American Red Cross to the Wild Horse Sanctuary of Shingletown, California (the country’s first wild mustang sanctuary). While I brought my own knowledge and experience to every assignment, I took away invaluable insights as to how communications do and don’t work at the highest, pressure-driven, professional levels.
These experiences have given me the many tools and insights to create much of The Way to Communicate’s method, while a lifelong interest in the martial arts and Zen form much of the method’s underlying philosophy.
I worked side-by-side with, and was heavily influenced by, world class entertainers, powerful CEOs, senior executives, and business owners. Their range of communication skills varied, but I always absorbed something from them that I could apply to myself. I shared these insights as I began to coach others in the ways of communication.
The best communicators have always been those I believed. This is not as simplistic as it reads.
Media and communications professionals, especially those who work directly with actors and spokespeople, quickly recognize someone who is inherently sincere in front of a live audience, and someone who is all shine and no structure. I’ve come in contact with and observed speakers who were naturally gifted storytellers, with great focus, concentration, and control of the audience. I’ve also worked with people so full of themselves they were dismissive of objective input that would have vastly improved their effectiveness.
Somewhere in the middle are the majority of communicators, sincere but untrained, who work diligently to connect with their audience.
Connecting is the challenge no matter who you are or what you do. Surprisingly, many challenges to effectively communicating are the same, whether on the macro scale of a Fortune 500 company or the micro scale of manager-to-employee conversation.
I’ve witnessed the best and worst of it. While the technical and stylistic challenges to communicating effectively are many and diverse, the most important attribute of communicating effectively is often overlooked: it’s a person-to-person world. YouTube videos, Facebook pages, blogs, presentations, brochures, great clothes, attractiveness, all of these can have some bearing on whether we like someone, buy the product, or accept the offer. But the important choices we make in our lives are universally driven by interactions with another person.
The scale of a presentation, discussion, or conversation may be great – how to position the company for an IPO – or intimate – accept or reject the job offer – but no matter who’s talking about what, at any level, it’s still a person-to-person world.
And so, from me to you, I give you this
We’re all capable of communicating, but some of us get in our own way. We hide behind laptops and projectors, use podiums as shields, make inappropriate jokes, or, for all our sincerity and hard work, we’ve just never learned how to communicate correctly.
It’s time to change that lack of awareness and become a better, relaxed, effective communicator. The world needs great communicators, and I want to help you become one. It is possible to feel as comfortable in front of any sized crowd as it is during a conversation with a friend. It’s a moment that you can reach, and when that moment happens, you will no longer be presenting, because you will have integrated the Way’s skills and techniques, made them your own, and you will simply be you.
Providing the path to “simply being you” in front of any audience is the ultimate goal of The Way to Communicate.
The Way to Communicate integrates techniques and insights from creative writing, martial arts, meditation, physical fitness, acting and stage performance. This may seem initially to be a mash-up of barely relatable sources, but they have common traits and philosophies that when understood and placed into practice, enhance your effectiveness as a communicator, and positively affect many other aspects of your life.
The Sections – Rehearsal, Run Thru, Performance
The Way to Communicate concentrates on three aspects of you as a person to develop you as a communicator. These areas, the Mind, Body, and Stage, and their relationships to becoming a better communicator, are explored in the book’s three sections.
In sections one and two, Rehearsal and Run Thru, you discover and develop personal attributes within the Mind and Body areas. In the final section, Performance, we lead you to and through communication scenarios. This progression – foundational elements, each element’s attributes, and the integration of everything into a final scenario, is analogous to learning the basics of dance, combining those basics into extended dance movements, then integrating all the movements into a routine.
Section One - Rehearsal
In Rehearsal you become aware of common emotional and physical attributes – breathing, moving, observing – that sustain your very existence, explore just how unaware you can be of these attributes, and discover how that unawareness affects anyone’s ability to communicate.
Section Two – Run Thru
The exercises, techniques, and guidance in Run Thru develop your comfort level as a communicator by building upon your new levels of awareness and using them daily, from getting dressed in the morning through to the end of the work day.
Section Three - Performance
Finally, in Performance, we walk from the wings to the podium, guiding you through every aspect of preparation and delivery of a presentation, speech, or participation in an interview or social situation.
The Attributes
Here are individual attributes of Mind, Body, and Stage, that when integrated into our everyday lives create connections to others and enhance our ability to communicate. In sections one and two, you are introduced to and develop these attributes:
Mind - awareness, clarity; focus; vision
Body - awareness; balance; breath; flexibility
In the final section, your Mind and Body attributes join with your Stage attributes to create your enhanced communication abilities:
Stage - awareness; content; empathy; focus
Development of the Mind and Body attributes throughout sections one and two prepares you for the using the more advanced Stage attributes in the last section, Performance, the place and time where everything comes together as your personal method of presentation – your optimal moment of communication. The Stage attributes come into play in any presentation environment: a one-on-one sales meeting, working a trade show booth, or presenting at an all-employee meeting.
The Performance section includes expanded guidance on several specific aspects of communicating:
Be Normal is an explanation of how and why to prepare, and how not to prepare, for an appearance or presentation.
The Switch reveals how to create and commit to a cue that places you in Performance mode. Once you turn on your Switch, you place yourself in heightened awareness and stay there until you have finished your presentation or appearance.
The Audience is about connecting to and working with sometimes friendly, sometimes not-so friendly people of an audience. Sometimes you’re sure you’ve connected, other times it feels as if you’re speaking English and your audience only understands Martian. This advice and guidance enlightens you as to why the otherwise lovely woman who appears to be growling at you may not be having a bad time at all.
Be True is my life-guiding mantra. To Be True is to have no agenda other than your goal, where there is no underlying, hidden or deceptive reason for your actions. At its core, the Be True philosophy is to do everything for the right reason, all the time. Here’s an example:
During a frank and open conversation with a commercially successful, highly regarded musician, he stated that commercial success didn’t matter to him. Yes, it made life somewhat easier, and it was fun in many ways, but he would have been as happy playing in a polka band if he had to, and he was ‘being true’.
He had always played to play, and had never played with the goal of becoming a wealthy entertainer. That’s being true.
As you develop your newfound awareness and communication skills, your ability to connect with an audience will continually improve, until you reach a level of comfort that is beyond presenting, beyond performing, and where you are simply being ‘you’.
There is something in this book for everyone who wishes to improve their communication skills. You shouldn’t, however, expect to absorb all the information, utilize all the guidance, or execute all the techniques immediately.
If you have never felt comfortable presenting or speaking in front of an audience, feel varying degrees of nervousness or anxiety, or are about to embark upon a career or situation that requires presenting on a regular basis, I recommend reading from the beginning of the book. If you’re confident in your communication abilities, but want to refine your skills and discover new insights, you can begin with section two, Run Thru, or section three, Performance. I do recommend reading section one, if only to possibly discover something new about yourself or about the way you communicate.
However and to what degree you embrace The Way to Communicate, MAKE THIS BOOK YOUR OWN. Write in it, fold pages, circle passages, underline and do whatever is necessary to easily locate and reinforce anything that really resonates for you and keeps the attributes of an effective communicator a mere page-flip away.
***
Before We Begin, Let’s Go Over How to Begin
Your beginning is a beginning, your first step is a first step
We begin by pondering something which may not seem relevant to presenting or communicating. We begin with a short description of a judo lesson.
My first judo lesson, more than forty-five years ago, was no different than every first judo lesson ever taught and every future first judo lesson: an explanation of why a student bows before he or she steps onto the mat; a physical warm-up; how to stand and why; and how to fall and why.
There were no throws – as thrower or thrown – and no sparring for almost the entire hour. While you may not have any knowledge about judo, the core aspects of my first judo lesson should be familiar, because it’s how we learn anything, from checkers to computer programming. No touchdown pass is thrown before knowing how to properly grip the ball; no soccer ball bends like Beckham’s before mastering the dribble and pass; and no baseball makes it over the fence unless a batter knows how to stand in the box, and hold and swing the bat.
It is a basic concept for everything, in life, education, and sports. It seems, however, to have been overlooked by a majority of communicators.
Presenters who have rudimentary or advanced PowerPoint or Keynote skills, doing a presentation for the third or the thirty-third time, may have never been exposed to presentation or public speaking training.
People who have to present or provide information to a group may have come into their current job right out of college, or may be veterans in their industry, and may be comfortable ‘enough’ presenting or speaking to groups of people; they continue putting six or seven bullet points on each electronic slide, include some clip art, and read their slides aloud to their captive audiences; or they hold meetings that their teams have come to dread...
…and they’ve never taken a public-speaking class.
Huh. How about that?
Outside, we use a computer and a projector, or pen and paper, maybe just one or the other; inside, we use everything, all the time.
A human being is a living example of an interconnected system. We can’t perform any one function without bringing other functions into play:
thoughts and actions arise from brain activity; the brain requires oxygenated-blood to function; oxygenated-blood requires oxygen delivered via the lungs. The whole process is wondrously complicated.
Tense up, take short, hyper-ventilating breaths, let the adrenaline have its way, and brain function is affected. That’s stage fright, which many of you may experience while speaking or presenting, even though you may never have been on an ‘actual’ stage.
The more fit we are, physically and mentally, the better we physically and mentally perform. The physical fitness connection to intellectual performance is not a recent notion; medical studies validate that being physically fit positively affects the intellectual process. Highly-functional professionals understand that thinking clearly, and the ability to put in long, grueling work hours is directly related to overall health and fitness levels.
Studies also prove what we know instinctively, that the more relaxed we are, the easier it is to do anything. The clearest example of actually seeing relaxation’s relationship to peak physical performance is slow-motion replay of athletes in competition. Visualize the frantic flow of energy and physical banging that goes on during an intense basketball game. Suddenly, a player elevates out of the chaos, seems to float for a moment, then releases a high, arcing shot that spins through the air and into the basket. The level of relaxation within an otherwise chaotic environment is clearly evident.
Another visual example of a heightened state of relaxation and focus are the slow-motion replays of world-class sprinters, so relaxed at their optimal performance levels that the skin and muscles of their faces flop around noticeably.
Athletes know they can’t do their best if they’re tense; they don’t hold their breath; they breathe, they relax. That’s an important lesson for all of us.
Awareness
Great athletes, performers, and leaders all share an important attribute: they have great awareness.
A focused, relaxed mind is very important in any endeavor, not just in the arena of athletics. The ability to focus, to clear out distractions, keep them at bay and be totally present and attuned to the surroundings, these are attributes of awareness possessed by great achievers in any field. In all endeavors -- actors, athletes, pilots, surgeons, police officers -- significant time and effort are spent on focused, relaxed concentration and awareness training.
From organizing to decision making, spur of the moment negotiating to methodical project planning, or spinning down your own mental hard drive so you can simply relax and enjoy the moment, mental fitness shares the same attributes as physical fitness: mental fitness and awareness are required to act or respond in a fluid, appropriate manner, to known, expected, or spontaneous stimuli.
To achieve any level of mental fitness and agility, you have to be aware. Awareness is the anchor component of The Way to Communicate; it is an important attribute of the Mind, Body, and Stage elements.
Are you really aware? When you look around, do you see, or do you just look?
Even successful, highly-functional types, who should have the ability to be effective, riveting communicators, may fall short because they fail to have a basic physical and mental awareness of the environment and, more importantly, of themselves, as they speak. Many presenters are so focused on the presentation itself that they have no self-awareness at all. Whether a presenter is overly focused on getting through the presentation, or un-focused due to something like stage fright, the lack of overall awareness manifests in many different ways, none of them helpful: poor posture; rapid, shallow breathing; not knowing where the glass of water is relative to the podium; fiddling with the remote to change the projected slide; and noticeably shifting and fidgeting, all of these are examples of elements that interfere with awareness, and the ability to effectively communicate.
And I haven’t even mentioned the perils of not extending awareness to the audience, of not being aware of what’s happening amidst the people with whom you are working so hard to connect.
Nothing starts when it starts, because everything starts before it starts. Be aware now, especially when now is the beginning.
Even though that Zen-like advice might be confusing initially, figuratively walk with me and I promise that at the end of this winding path we will arrive at a place of understanding, which is the place where you begin.
Everything starts at the beginning, yes, but the beginning isn’t when you say “Good morning and thank you for this opportunity...” Your beginning is the idea, the job, or the assignment: “Carol, you’re going to deliver the first section of the presentation on our new product at the MegaTech conference.”
Your beginning is your knowledge, your expertise, the data gathering, the outline, the graphics, the PowerPoint slides, the first seven drafts, the next four drafts, the travel logistics, the packing, travelling, the flight, the taxi ride, the hotel check-in...
Those are all beginnings, and you haven’t even gotten to the show yet.
We begin with every moment
At any given moment we’re going somewhere, arriving somewhere, or leaving somewhere. We’re planning to do something, doing something, or we’ve done something; that’s our existence, and it’s what we see as we watch a film (or any visual story medium).
Every three-act drama – the standard format for plays, TV shows and movies - is a series of events presented in a particular sequence. That may describe what a movie or TV show ‘is’, but the description lacks those elements that motivate us to give up our valuable time and become the drama’s audience: the elements of love, laughter, tension, envy, empathy, sympathy, hate, jealousy, anger, justice, and on and on.
It is in the sharing of specific moments from characters’ lives that stir within us our own emotions.
Individual film scenes vary from a few seconds to a few minutes (longer than three minutes is a rarity). There may be cuts, edits, and changes in point-of-view within a scene, but the scene itself is a self-contained unit, a snippet from a character’s life. We watch a character rob a bank successfully, walk out of the bank, and the images dissolve to the next scene as he eats dinner, later, alone, in a small, neighborhood restaurant.
We don’t know what happened in the hour or two hours or six hours between when he left the bank and arrived to eat dinner at the restaurant.
Before this scene is over, we may find out what happened in the interim, by way of another character stopping by his table to talk, or by a cutaway shot to a TV reporter’s story on a series of bank robberies that occurred throughout the afternoon. And, it may not actually matter what happened; the bank robber may have done all those mundane things that we real people do: showered, napped, read the paper, things like that.
Rest assured, though, as the screenwriter created the bank robber’s universe, the screenwriter certainly knows what happened in the time between the robbery and dinner. Whether seen for a few seconds crossing the street, or for three solid minutes reciting a soliloquy from Hamlet, every character is going somewhere, has come from somewhere, and is moving on to somewhere else. The writer’s choices to show or not show what happened will, in the end, make the difference in how we feel about the story.
And our lives, as conceptualized for any story, are also a series of mini three-act dramas.
Characters have their beginnings chosen for them. You must become aware of and choose where you begin.
So, then, where is the beginning?
It’s your choice, but choose wisely, because as you approach the podium or pick up your wireless controller, when you actually choose to begin greatly determines how you end, and how everyone feels about you and what you communicate.
Let’s agree that by the time you begin your presentation, speech, or meeting, you will have started long before that particular beginning. And here is what you must accept before you begin: you must know your end before you know your beginning.
Back to the drama analogies, and let’s bring in fiction and non-fiction books too.
Almost all screenwriters (and many novelists, but they are of a different breed for the sake of this discussion), know the end of their screenplays before typing the first words on page one. Knowing the end insures that everything in the screenplay, film, or play will always point to the end. This ‘knowing’ is important. At the conclusion, as the screen fades to black or as the curtain comes down, the audience may not accept the story’s weaknesses, or places where credulity was stretched, but the majority will be satisfied if the story had a foundation of truth and logic for its twists and turns. Decisions, character choices and consequences, these can and will be discussed and debated, but the aggregate of the experience will hinge on everything in the story having conformed to logic and the natural laws of the universe.
Everything will have happened for a reason, and the reasons will have been decided and plotted so as to lead to the story’s inevitable conclusion.
Read the above sentence again, because accepting it, understanding it and applying it is a big step upon the path of better communication. There is an old adage, “When you don’t know where you’re going, any road will get you there.” If you’re going to take me on a ride (your presentation, your report, your...), if I’m going to give you ten-minutes, forty-five minutes, an hour or a day of my valuable time, then I want to be assured that you know where you’re going, and I want to feel that way from the first moment.
Therefore, your presentation’s inevitable conclusion – the end of your speech, sales call or panel discussion – must be known to you long before your walk onto the stage.
***
What will they talk about as they leave?
We begin Rehearsal, the point of which is to make you aware of that which you are not aware, by asking questions you may believe are out of order:
What will your audience talk about after?
What was the end you had in mind before you began?
Even though you haven’t actually given your presentation yet (and even if you don’t have one scheduled), you must decide what the audience will metaphorically take with them after your presentation. This decision – made now – guides everything to come.
Your inevitable conclusion is what you want your audience to talk about when they leave.
The premise is simple: always start from the end, because that way you’ll always know where you’re going, and you’ll never be lost.
Everything you present points to your destination. It is a simple yet powerful, effective rule, and it can be applied to any communication and presentation project.
Athletes, whether it’s baseball, football, basketball or soccer, are taught this same fundamental premise, even if they’ve never realized until now why they were doing it: follow-through. The follow-though of a propelled object is important for accuracy, and the accuracy of that end result -- the strike, the goal, splitting the uprights, hitting nothin’ but net – is rooted in getting to the end of the motion correctly.
Know where you want it to go, concentrate on that end, and you succeed.
It doesn’t mean that a presentation can’t have some fun, some extra information, some data not specifically related to the reason for the presentation in the first place, but it does mean that if you do veer from your main points, you have to get back.
Always consider what your audience might say about you, about your message, because for all the valuable, enriching exercises and insights on these pages, this is a book about communicating, and a communicator’s message must always be clear. You will be exposed to many anatomical, biological, creative, philosophical, and practical insights that contribute to your growth as a communicator, but I will constantly return to a very important question about communication: what are you communicating? The what is your end, and you must know your end before you begin.
You must know what you are communicating whether you’re doing a presentation or a job interview.
In live drama, early rehearsals often include meetings to review and discuss what the play is about, its history, when and why it was written, and themes upon which it touches. Rehearsal begins by deciding what the play is truly about.
Your Rehearsal begins by deciding what your message is truly about.
The ‘know your end’ adage of screenwriters is the same concept actors use to construct the unseen lives of their characters, and for discovering how those characters arrive at the final destination. This process is called backstory, where writers and actors come to know the personal history of a character or story.
Whether you, your team or your department has been assigned to put together a PowerPoint presentation for a major industry conference, or you’re scheduled to present orally to several senior executives, all communicating situations should start the same way, by answering the following questions:
What is your idea or mandate?
This is the follow-through, the destination, the inevitable conclusion, what you want to get across to your audience, whether you want hundreds to walk out the room with this in their collective consciousness, or you want a new customer to reach for a pen and sign the contract the moment you finish your presentation.
What is the point you are making?
This is the refined, focused message. Your inevitable conclusion may be “we’re the best, anywhere”, but your point is based on what follows the word “because...”, i.e., “we’re the best anywhere, because we’re the only company with true interstellar teleportation”.
Who is the audience?
Peers? Strangers? Skeptics? Allies? Your content needs to match your audience, and so does your demeanor. Empathy and respect for your audience should always be foremost, and respect is about recognizing the capabilities and sensibilities of your audience. You wouldn’t want to explain the how and why of 2+2=4 to a roomful of astrophysicists.
What and where is the venue?
Boardroom? Hotel suite? Panel discussion, a row of chairs open to the audience or a dais? Auditorium? Lunch or dinner at a restaurant? Have you been there before? The environment and where it is will be an important bubble into which you will insert yourself.
What is, or how are you making, the delivery?
Are you presenting on a stage? On the floor, level with your audience? Behind a podium? Can you walk around? Will you have projected slides? Will you be videotaped?
All answers to the above point you to the end of your Performance. The last two questions are not so much because you need to know every detail of how you will or won’t move, or how you will or won’t be able to see the audience, but they contribute to an overall awareness as you prepare.
Now that you understand that development of your presentation begins with the end, you can begin reverse engineering.
Yes, on that Zen path again, the signs now read, “if you want to go forward, you are best served by first going in reverse.” For example:
"What do we require to present our software to these specific manufacturers?"
"What do we need to have so we can present our robust wine to this category of wine enthusiasts?"
"What materials and information will support my case for more money for the department and more new hires?"
Answers to these questions become the outlines and 'needs list' that is your presentation's foundation.
The mental, physical, and emotional aspects of becoming a better communicator are the focus of this book. Many of the elements and tasks for constructing a presentation, as I’ve reviewed above, are probably more familiar and comforting to many of you than is the thought of actually giving the presentation. I accept this, or I wouldn’t be writing this book. Writers will freely tell you that the more enjoyable aspects of writing are not the writing itself but the researching and interviewing.
Many of you may be quite comfortable pulling together a presentation. This slight digression from how to improve your presenting skills is not that far of a digression at all, really. Just as the greatest actor has a difficult if not impossible task of mounting an acclaimed performance when the material is poorly written, you will have a very difficult time improving as a communicator if your presentation materials are poorly conceived.
I have developed and placed on the The Way to Communicate website (www.thewaytocommunicate.com) what I call The Way of Presentation Development. Studying it will, in a very important way, contribute to your improvement as a presenter.
You have accepted that while we are working on your personal presentation skills, you must know where you are going before you move forward to working on yourself.
You are on your way.
You’ve been to the website, downloaded the Way of Presentation Development (or it’s on your schedule to do that); you’re researching, writing, getting graphics and photos; if you’re preparing for a sales call or interview, you’re researching the business or company. We are in Rehearsal, the initial phase of improving your presentation skills.
Becoming aware of the whats and whys
During Rehearsal, we focus on making you aware of that which you are currently not aware.
The Way method, like our very existence, is based on the concept of an interconnected system, wherein everything works together, and a weakness in one area may severely hamper every other part of the system. Learning to use such a system, however, requires working first with each individual component.
Just as I had to learn how to stand and how to fall before I could attempt my first judo throw, you must learn, through exercises that focus on specific aspects of The Way, those separate attributes that will eventually merge to make you a better communicator.
The learning process of anything is best undertaken when the mind is prepared to learn.
And Your Mind is where we start.
Becoming aware
Biological and physiological processes are the ‘how’ of cotton mouth, lightheadedness, short-term memory loss, rapid heart rate, or excess perspiration. The why, however, as in “why do I start sweating like I’m in a sauna every time I have to stand in front of a group” and other similar, public speaking-oriented ponderings, are all variations of the same question: why does my mind let me down just when I need it most?
The range of answers to that and other “why” questions about public speaking anxiety is wide, but for those who suffer from it to any degree, and for those of you blessed with no nervousness, but desire to shore up your capabilities, we start with the mind.
The strategy to defeat the anxiety demons, or to enhance already established abilities, begins with making you aware of how to be aware.
Imagine suddenly realizing you’re inside a dark box, no clue about day, time or location, then the box opens and you’re all alone on a brightly-lit stage, with a large audience staring at you intently, quietly waiting for...something...
Speaker anxiety and stage fright can feel this way. A presenter dealing with this kind of situation may have been in the room for a minute or an hour, and it won’t matter, because the perception of the situation – center stage in front of an expectant audience – is the same: a sudden inability to see anything clearly, breathe in a normal fashion, or have a coherent thought about the situation.
The reality of the moment is unchanged – a room, in a building, dozens of human beings seated in chairs, time moving in sixty-second increments – but the self-induced perceptions of everything around the presenter are created by the presenter’s mind. It is the presenter’s perception of the situation that needs adjustment.
For you students of The Way to Communicate, the adjustments to be made are your awareness of where you are, what you are doing, and of the realities of your situation’s environment.
Your first exercise is to create an unbreakable habit.
From this point forward, any time you enter a space, look around and absorb the environment: the layout of the room, lighting, spacing of furniture; whether the room is warm or cold; do you hear piped in music; where are the windows; is there artwork on the walls; is the floor hard-surface or carpeted ?
Is the room noisy, and is it the crowd, traffic noise from outside, fans blowing, or TV noise? Do you smell something? More than one something?
Even this exercise itself - trying to pick out the individual elements of a large whole - can feel like a close-to-paralyzing assignment. Therefore, begin with the first thing you notice, and take the time to focus on it before you attempt to discern something else. If you’ve walked into a conference room for a meeting or some kind of presentation, is the first thing you notice the temperature? Is it cold or hot? Where is the cold or hot air coming from?
Whatever you first take note of, don’t dwell on it as something to examine in great detail; note it, and move on to the next thing you notice.
To accomplish this, to take the time to notice and be aware, to accomplish everything that follows, you need to arrive in an environment with enough time to be able to have time.
Give yourself ample time, which means be earlier than on-time. If this will be a struggle for you, if you’re habitually ‘just barely’ making it to appointments on time, or if you always run late, you need to be aware not only of how that affects you, you need to realize how that affects the people and the events that include you. If this will be a new beginning for you -- actually being on time and on schedule – do not strive to make an overnight change. Instead, strive to change, and then consciously, methodically, work at your change.
To take notice, to be aware, you must take time to notice, and you must have time to take.
Be at least on time, and strive to be early.
Move your senses
By move your senses, I mean pay attention to all of them, and as you discover something, focus momentarily on it: smell something, and recognize that you do smell something. Move your eyes and absorb what you see. Hear something? Feel something?
People within a space are integrated with the environment, so you must also observe them, although not to the degree that you make anyone feel uncomfortable. Glance around, and if you make eye-contact, acknowledge that person – don’t look away quickly, don’t pretend that you didn’t glance at him or her – because it’s all right. As human beings, we look at each other, sometimes smile, say a quick “hello,” or “how’s it going,” maybe do a simple nod as an acknowledgement. As you have with the other aspects of an environment, make observations about the people around you: any coughers or sneezers; anyone look tired; note-takers; non-note-takers; are there groups? As everyone gathers, are they talking about the same subject? Do you know where everyone was before this meeting or event?
As you consciously work to do this in every environment, you will eventually find that your observations become automatic - the unbreakable habit. As your observations become automatic, everything you sense and observe, the realities of what’s inside the space around you, will change how you perceive what you’re doing, where you’re doing it, and for whom.
If you’re a stressed or anxious communicator, perception shifts will eventually replace what your mind sometimes creates during an appearance or presentation: an intimidating thing called an audience, with an expectant, maybe hostile attitude (as your anxiety-occupied mind perceives it, that is). The mind’s creation of that scary audience thing is then the catalyst for the physical manifestations of anxiety: excess perspiration, fuzzy eyesight, and sudden inability to hear or think clearly.
The perception shift allows you to accept and embrace the reality around you: an audience is really a group of people just like you, gathered together in a room, ready and willing to hear what you have to say.
Benefits of the Mind attributes
Development of your awareness enhances your ability to think, speak, and present (Clarity); stay on schedule and deliver your message (Focus); and see the world around you as it really is (Vision).
Don’t just develop your unbreakable awareness habit at work, or in work-related situations; do it anytime you move from one environment to another. This is Rehearsal, where specific exercises and repetition lay the foundation for what will eventually become second nature.
The Body Attributes - awareness, balance, breath, flexibility
You have commenced directing your mind to being aware, in a way you have not previously, of your environment. Next, you must become aware of your physical self in every environment.
In Zen, and as a foundation of martial arts, creative and physical arts of dance, athletics, and acting, there is no designation of when to be aware of one’s self; there is only awareness.
All of us,are occasionally forced by our bodies to be aware, whether it’s by the seizing-up of our lower back, the sharp twinge in our shoulder, or when the inhalation that was supposed to be a deep breath was shortened by a coughing spasm.
Those situations are awareness via urgent biological or physiological message. The body awareness we seek to develop is ‘now’ awareness, a continuous awareness of physical self.
Take this moment to do a physical assessment. You’re probably sitting. Are you:
Slouched?
Bent over?
Resting your chin on one hand?
Sitting with your legs crossed?
Leaning to one side versus the other?
The point here is to assess what you should be aware of, that slouching isn’t really good for the back, and neither is being bent over. Supporting our head by resting our chin on one hand may be our normal behavior, but it’s not really good for the neck.
A surprise awareness quiz of how we stand, walk, and breathe would reveal other similar variations.
My introduction to martial arts came at a very young age, so through my adolescent, developing years my self-awareness was slightly different than other young men and women my age. One of the habits I never developed was the asymmetric standing posture of more weight supported by one leg than the other, sometimes accompanied by one hand resting on the hip. It’s a common sight, all types of people do it: standing on one leg, sometimes dropping into the posture any time they have to stand still, in a cashier’s line, or simply standing around and talking with friends.
No one told me not to stand that way, and I can’t recall a specific instance where I decided I just wasn’t comfortable standing that way.
Imagine my surprise, though, when I entered the Army, and during the first week of jump school, we received a quick lecture – and demonstration – on what would happen if a Black Hat (fearsome and feared jump instructors) saw anyone, including officers, standing in that fashion: twenty pushups the first time, and any number more for repeat offenders.
Jump school is physically and mentally demanding; balance and body awareness are critical to getting through it, as are accepting the reputation of being a cut above. Aside from what could be construed as conveying a certain attitude by standing in the one-leg, hand-on-hip fashion, it misaligned the body and made it poorly balanced.
“Sheesh,” you might be thinking, “who knew?”
Which brings us right back to awareness; now you know.
I can remember only a handful of soldiers who had to perform the first-offense twenty pushups, and there were no repeat offenses. We all quickly became aware of our posture and appearance, and we would also learn just how important body awareness and positioning was to jumping out of a plane without getting hurt. Leaving through the side door of an aircraft flying at 130 knots and looking up four-seconds later to see a fully-inflated parachute canopy required having a certain mind-set, awareness and, before the jump, the correct body position as you stood in the door. The ultimate success of the jump started before the actual jump, and it required an awareness of the environment and the body.
And, if you’ve just had the thought, “this is about public speaking and presenting, not jumping out of airplanes”, I’ll point out that there are many people who would rather jump out of an airplane than stand in front of an audience.
Trying to be natural, trying to breathe
Developing the ability to stand naturally, hands out of pockets, for any length of time is an uncomfortable yet required task confronting a beginning actor. Give it a try it for a few minutes during a conversation before you give short shrift to its degree of difficulty.
It feels unnatural. I would also have you try standing in place for one to two minutes, feet spread slightly more than shoulder-width apart, weight evenly distributed, arms at your side.
Physically easy enough to do, but for more of you than not, I’m betting it feels odd. What you’re feeling is awareness, an awareness of your posture, muscles, and skeletal structure.
It’s an awareness that disappears during a speech or presentation for all but the natural, disciplined, or relaxed public speakers.
But, not every presentation is made standing. Many important decisions, presentations, and sincere speeches are given while seated. Every job interview, whether for an entry-level position or to become CEO, is a seated situation, and for the majority of people, the interview environment will be the most important, pressure-filled presentation they will ever encounter. The vast majority of self-study/self-training information may contain basic guidance for how to dress for and behave during an interview, but there usually isn’t much offered in the way of how to stay in touch with your physical self during the process.
The powerful properties of breathing
As if there weren’t enough to be aware of within the environment around you, and you in the environment, and how you’re standing or sitting, you now have to remember to breathe.
Fair enough if you’ve just thought, “Hey, I breathe all the time”; ‘tis true, but you don’t always breathe the right way.
And again, who knew?
When and how you breathe are essential to your comfort level as a presenter. Heck, they’re important to your health and well-being throughout life. There are many experts in the cardio fitness field and more than enough accessible information on improving and maintaining cardio fitness, so the focus here is on how important breathing is to being relaxed, responsive, and functional in speaking or presenting situations.
How you breathe affects how you think, act, and react.
Okay, another pop quiz on your physical self-awareness: whether you’re sitting, standing, or lying down, is your position helping or hampering your ability to breathe? Yes, if you’re reading this, you’re breathing; the question goes more to your ability to get the most benefit from breathing. Are you sitting or standing with your shoulders rolled slightly forward, instead of shoulders pulled back, with your chest pulled back and opened? If you’re standing, are your shoulders hunched up, tensed? Are your rms folded across your chest? Is your posture slumped?
Compression and contraction, whether from wrapping your arms around your chest or not realizing how tensely you’re holding your upper torso, contribute to body-wide tension. Tension is contraction, and contracted muscles contribute to a wide range of negative effects, from general stiffness, to soreness, to more serious situations including fainting. Nervous tension and the physical tension that accompanies it also accelerate a cycle of shallow breathing, and shallow breathing then contributes to a lack of fuel for your muscles. This exacerbates the effects of anxiety and nervousness, and inhibits blood flow to the brain, making it harder to think, to process, to act and react.
To pull together and generalize a phrase used by everyone from musicians to Lamaze partners: breathe, just breathe.
Focus on the breath
Meditation is arguably the ultimate mental method of relaxation, and being aware of your breathing is the first step when learning meditation techniques. I recommend meditation for everyone. Meditation makes you aware of how you breathe, and how you breathe has a direct connection to being an effective communicator.
Anxiety, tension, a rapid heart rate, and other signs of the fight-or-flight response have their roots in the nervous and adrenal systems. How we react to what happens around us starts with the brain, and the perception – right or wrong – of what we see. The body’s reactions to stressful situations are in large part hardwired within the brain’s primal areas. In a stressful situation, our respiratory rate increases. While an elevated respiratory rate might seem to assist in getting more air in and out of our lungs, rapid respiration breaths are commonly shallow, and unless we actually do take flight, and engage our lungs through the physical motion of fleeing, those rapid, shallow breaths can leave a person lightheaded. They also dry the mouth and the back of the throat, making it difficult to speak.
But, reactions to stressful situations can be altered significantly through training.
Boxers and martial artists train extensively – and training is analogous to rehearsing - to develop a specific response to stimuli, like slipping a punch coming at the face, responding defensively and continually programming themselves until the response is reflexive. To get to that point, however, they need to rehearse the situation over and over, training first their brain and then further developing their physical response, until it all becomes truly automatic.
Firefighters, doctors, and athletes, all rehearse situations, again and again, to overcome mental and physical challenges. As a paratrooper, intense jump school training includes heavy repetition, to reinforce behavior and response. From the earliest days of training, many of the exercises for ‘getting out the door’ of a plane, initially on a ground level platform, then out of a thirty-foot tower, then out of the plane itself, are performed with a jump master standing beside the student jumper at the door. The jump master controls the exit of each trooper. Here again, what will eventually happen ‘for real’ starts with the end in mind during the earliest days of training.
As the paratrooper steps into the door, he or she waits for the shouted command “Go!” from the jump master before leaping out. In jump school, through all the exercises, the training jump master is there to shout “go”, and deliver a hard slap on the ass of the trainee, a physical cue that reinforces the oral command.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/18348 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!