Hints for Nervous Speakers

The hints and suggestions listed here can help you overcome nervousness. Not every suggestion applies to every student, but it's worthwhile to try all of them and then decide which ones work best for you.

•
Know exactly what your listeners expect from you. Ask the person who requested the presentation or a prospective audience member what your listeners expect.

•
Rehearse your speech at least twice. The first time, focus on familiarizing yourself with your material. The second time, ask a friend to listen to you (or record yourself and play it back) and time the speech. Ask your listener to comment on how you're speaking; do you sound confident and knowledgeable?

•
If you are scheduled to speak immediately after a meal, be sure to eat something. You may have butterflies in your stomach, but speaking on an empty stomach may make you dizzy or faint.

•
Find people in different parts of the room and talk directly to each one for several seconds before going on to the next one.

· Use your hands to improve communication, not distract from it. Gesture as you would in a conversation, or point to a visual. Avoid nervous mannerisms (e.g., don't jingle the change in your pocket).

•
Find ways to shift attention from yourself to the subject of the presentation. Use slides or show a videotape to illustrate your talk if that will help get your point across.

•
Speak slowly, distinctly, and in a low register. Nervous people talk too fast.

•
Don't be afraid to refer to your notes. Your audience expects it.

•
Make the structure of your speech and your transitions obvious; your audience can't look back to figure out your organization if they miss it the first time.

•
Don't just end your presentation—conclude it. Summarize your main points or make recommendations.

•
If you can, answer any questions your audience may have. If you can't answer a question, try a response like: "I'm not sure, but I'll check and get back to you," or "That topic is not within the scope of my report."

