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 INTRODUCTION

 


 


“Now, what shall we talk about?”

One dozen chocolate chip cookies to the first
three people who can name the movie that line is from. (I’m not
kidding: The first three people who contact me with their correct
guess – without looking below for the answer – and send me their
address will get a package of chocolate chip cookies).

Did you guess Raiders of the Lost Ark?
If so, you got it! The evil Major Arnold Toht says it to Marion
Ravenwood, right as he’s about to torture her for information. He
says the words in a benign tone, but we all know he is anything but
benign.

The way actor Ronald Lacey says that little
bit of friendly-seeming text sends a shiver through both the
audience and the other actors in the scene. It’s a moment of
inspired storytelling.

Anytime we recount something that happened,
we tell a story about it. If we wonder what might happen, we also
tell a story – even if it’s only in our own heads. It might be a
literary tale or one of great adventure like Raiders of the Lost
Ark, but each time we talk, we tell a tale. And every tale we
tell has a description, action, and some sort of conclusion.

Since we all tell stories, why is it that
many of us balk at the idea of dubbing ourselves storytellers or
crafters of tales? Why are so many of us hesitant to call ourselves
writers or communicators?

Let’s imagine an elder by the bonfire,
regaling the youngsters of the village with ancient myths of heroes
and monsters or the reason for the seasons or stories about how the
world came to be. It sounds fabulous, doesn’t it? It makes me
wistful and nostalgic all at the same time. What a glorious
picture.

But the trouble with that picture is that it
seems like only that exalted elder can be trusted to spin such a
tale and make it exciting and engaging. We all have the impulse to
express ourselves, but somewhere along the line, many of us picked
up the dubious notion that we can’t or shouldn’t be storytellers –
and that’s a tragedy. I believe we all have the right and even a
duty to share our stories. Otherwise, how will the world know us?
We must tell our stories to our community, and with the Internet,
our community is the whole world.

Social media platforms offer opportunities to
tell stories in written, verbal, photographic, and video form. So,
if you use communication of any sort for social media, for your
profession, or just to let your mom know you’ll be home late,
chances are you are a communicator, a writer, a creator, and a
teller of tales.

I believe communication is our birthright.
Remember, what is the first thing we do when we’re born? We scream.
We have no thought that perhaps we shouldn’t. We have no idea that
perhaps no one wants to hear it. We don’t care. We have a story to
tell, and we tell it as best we can with the tools we have.
Somewhere along the line, we lose that notion, but I’m here to help
us all get it back.

I’ve always thought that babies come out of
the womb knowing the secret to life. Their trouble is that they
speak a different language than most of the rest of us do. And I
have a feeling that first cry is one of frustration, as we realize
we aren’t going to be able to make ourselves understood for months,
or perhaps years.

Let’s face it: Being understood, being heard,
or being listened to – those are three important aspects of being
alive and of our connection to those around us. It makes sense,
then, that the people who hear you, understand you, and get you are
the ones who end up closest to your heart and become your best
friends.

Reclaiming that birthright will be a lot of
work. I recommend you find a partner and work through the book
together. Heck, start a group so you can practice communicating
with – and in front of – each other. Plus, we tend to distrust our
own ears, so it helps to have someone else as a sounding board. If
you get stuck on something, contact me. Ask your questions and if I
can answer, I will.

Having said that, if you decide to go through
this book as a solo practitioner, that works great too. You’ll need
to look deep inside yourself to build the awareness of the changes
that take place within you as you progress. After all, this entire
process is a treasure hunt to find our true voices. Once you locate
this particular treasure, you can break through any fears you might
have about speaking in public and become a confident, engaging, and
inspiring communicator.

Surveys and polls routinely find public
speaking ranked close to the top of people’s fears. They place
public speaking right up there with being the victim of identity
theft or a mass shooting. People fear standing up in front of
others to communicate almost as much as they fear death or
government corruption (https://blogs.chapman.edu/press-room/2014/10/20/what-americans-fear-most-new-poll-from-chapman-university/).
That makes me sad in a way I find hard to describe. We all have
insights and ideas worth sharing and how awful that so many shrink
away from sharing theirs.

I’m here to say it doesn’t have to be that
way. We do not have to be afraid of connecting and communicating
with others. That’s why I’ve written this book: It’s time to lay
those fears to rest, because we all deserve to be heard. And the
key to being heard, to being a storyteller and a communicator, is
to accept that mantle and tell your tales.

To do that effectively, we must master a few
other skills – first, listening and knowing what our listeners want
to hear, and second, learning how to engage our audience. That way
whatever tale we tell them, they can’t wait to hear more. Those two
skills alone make up a great part of becoming a grand storyteller.
With this book, you will learn how to join their ranks.

 


This book is interactive. To help you get the
most out of these ideas, I will be giving you missions – little
exercises you can do on your own – throughout. I will also provide
links to videos and other supplemental materials. If you are
reading the e-book, the links like the one below are active. If you
have the print version of the book, please copy https://IzoldaT.com/speak-book
into a browser for the resources and other supplemental materials.
Together, these materials will help you build the skills and
confidence to tell your stories with ease.

Are you ready? Let’s get this party
started!
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EXPRESSION

 


 


Try this quick mission.

 


Mission: “I love you.”

Say the words, “I love you,” three times. The
first time, emphasize the “I.” The second time, stress the “love.”
The third time emphasize, the “you.” Do those changes make what
you’re saying sound different? What sort of story might you tell
with the first one? Two people are vying for the love of a third,
and each is trying to convince her to choose them.

The second might be a tale of a romance where
a couple has been bickering the entire time, until one finally
yells, “I LOVE you,” in frustration. What do you think the third
might tell us? Certainly, the interpretation is up to the
individual person. In my mind, an emphasis on the “you,” indicates
that the listener is the one the speaker chose above all
others.

See what I mean? We get three radically
different stories with just a bit of different emphasis.

A world of information can come through in a
rising pitch or an emphasized word. We can see evidence of this
immediately, by paying attention to common phrases and how
differently we can say them.

So, how we tell our story matters just as
much, if not more, than what we say. And that’s important because
we are all storytellers! Every one of us is a spinner of tales. We
are like those elders by the ancient bonfires, who taught the
people of the village with their voices and their stories. Sure, we
do it in different ways and for different reasons, but we all do
it.

Yet, for many, the idea of telling any story
daunts us. We shrink away from self-expression.

“No one will want to hear what I have to
say,” Samantha says to herself.

“I suck at this stuff,” Mike complains.

“I don’t have a talent for writing, speaking,
singing, painting, drawing, etc.” Deb confides. They have all
convinced themselves they will be terrible at speaking in
public.

Do you want to know what I have to say to
that? Bull baloney. Yep, you read that right. Bull baloney.

We were born to express ourselves. I mean
every word of that last statement. Self-expression is our
birthright. What is the first thing we do when we come out of the
birth canal?

We take a deep breath.

What is the second thing?

We scream. We express ourselves. Sure, it
comes out as a cry or wail. But we “announce our presence with
authority” (to quote another favorite movie from the ‘80s, and yes,
another dozen cookies if you’re the first to know which movie).

We don’t wait for an invitation. We don’t
wonder if anyone wants to hear it. We don’t shy away from a thing.
We open our mouths, and we let it rip. We don’t fear it. We just do
it.

As we get older, that completely
irrepressible self-expression gets more limited. And so when I say
it’s our birthright, that’s because I think we all have the right
to express ourselves from the very first second we’re born. But
then, we develop language, and we have to figure out how to
communicate in such a way that others will take it the way we
intend, and our message will achieve its goal.

So, that expressive birthright becomes more
complicated and less effective. We forget that at our core, we are
communicating beings – but if we remember that fact and apply it,
we can transform our lives.

Many of us feel like speaking in public is
torture, but I am here to tell you that it can be fun and exciting.
You can have a terrific time speaking in front of people. I
promise.

When it comes to public speaking, one of the
things we have lost is that sense of fun and spontaneity. We live
in a culture of judgment and immediate evaluation and perhaps even
scorn; instead of support or constructive critique, people expect
to be judged and found lacking. But what if things were different?
What if instead of expecting and fearing derision, we went in with
no expectations whatsoever? What if we left it open to connection?
What if we went in with a sense of the fun we were all about to
have together? Do you think that set of thoughts might change how
our audience receives and perceives us? And more importantly, would
that change how we perceive ourselves?

Certainly, at birth, we have no thought of –
and no way to think about – being judged. No infant cares that they
are naked. No infant worries about how they might look or sound.
They simply exist in that moment and they express themselves fully
and immediately. And with that sort of purity, the vast majority of
the people who hear them can’t help but reply and do whatever it
takes to address the infant’s needs.

I’m not saying we should scream, cry, or
whimper for that attention and engagement. I’m saying we need to be
present with those who are about to hear us. If we are present,
real, and authentic, we will connect faster and go deeper with
anyone who hears us. They will listen because our authenticity will
strike a chord within them. And together we’ll find that connection
to the core of who we are. Therein lies the magic. If we can get
there, we can take our audience anywhere we want to go. Why?
Because they will want to come! They will delight in joining us on
the journey. We are going to offer them the coolest adventure
across the most wondrous landscape, the mystery of our authentic
selves and our innate and thrilling connection to each other. Who
wouldn’t want to join that expedition?

 


What stops most of us from being that
authentic? What keeps us from embarking on the expedition to
explore our inner landscape so that we can connect with others on
that primal level? If we broke that question down to its basic
level, likely, it’s fear.

That is the long and short of it. We are
afraid. And if we admit the fear, then let’s be courageous enough
to ask the follow-up question. What on Earth are we afraid of? Take
a second and think about it. What is truly the worst that could
happen? What if our worst fears about public speaking and
communication came true? What would happen then?
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FEAR

 


 


Let’s talk about fear. What happens when we
are afraid?

First, there are the physical sensations of
fear. We sweat. Our breathing intensifies. We might even pant. Our
eyes might begin to dart around us. Our motions and movements
become jerky, fast, and frantic. The butterflies in our stomachs
launch into a jitterbug. Do those sound familiar? It’s not
surprising. Those are the very things the body does in order to
prepare for a fight or flight response.

Our heart beats faster. Our cooling system
jumps into action. Our breath heaves fast into our lungs so the
muscles and blood become oxygenated and ready for action. We look
around us to make sure we know what’s going on, to ensure we know
where the danger lies. We look for incongruities in our landscape.
Are there hazards? Does everything seem OK? If not, we’re ready for
action. So, if those are the precursors to a fight or flight
response, why do so many of us report that those are the very
symptoms we experience when we’re about to speak in public?

Take a minute right now and imagine you are
about to speak in public. Really put yourself in that place: You
are standing on a stage. Hot lights beam down on you, and hundreds
of people are shuffling around and waiting for you to open your
mouth and dazzle them with your brilliance. What is going through
your mind? How do you feel?

Many people report their breathing becomes
shallow. Their palms sweat. They hyperventilate, and their hearts
pound in their ears. See? When we are in fight or flight mode and
when we are nervous about speaking in public, we exhibit the exact
same characteristics. We will get into why that happens later, but
for right now, let’s talk about what goes on inside us. In fight or
flight mode, what happens to our thought processes and to our
actions and reactions?

The internal processes we go through in fight
or flight are taking in all sorts of sensory information. That’s
why we might look around wildly. That frantic “Look everywhere at
once” action lets us take in as much data as possible, so that we
can identify the danger. But our thoughts? Our thoughts tend to run
to things like “What do I need to do? Where is the danger coming
from? Am I safe?” And that’s the big question, isn’t it? Am I
safe?

Now, in a dangerous situation, when we’re
actually facing hazards, it makes sense that our amygdala, the part
of our brain that controls the fight or flight response, tries to
sense danger. Our more intellectual side takes the data,
deliberates on it, and then decides whether or not the danger is
real. Then, it determines how to respond.

On the other hand, in a situation where we’re
about to speak in public, are we in danger? The last time you had
to speak in public, were you in danger? Were you facing actual
danger or was it perceived danger? If so, what kind? What was
actually causing the feeling of nervousness? Were you somehow
unsafe? Were you about to die? Were you about to be hurt? Well,
likely not physically. But emotionally? That’s certainly possible.
Our emotions are right below the surface when we speak in public,
and they are easily bruised if we aren’t prepared for the
process.

One of the reasons our emotions are so close
to the surface is that in order to be an effective communicator, we
have to establish a true, authentic connection to our audience. And
as soon as our feelings are in play, we all exist in a more fragile
state. The most fragile, of course, is the person who has the
courage to stand up and communicate authentically with others.

When you speak in public, you are the
instrument. Further, you are playing your own composition. In fact,
you are premiering it. Imagine you are Mozart or Beethoven: You
have just written a concerto no one has heard before, and you’re
standing in front of a sold-out crowd. Some of them are your
champions, even though you were the one chosen to premiere your
composition. Many are here to listen to your wisdom. And you stand
in front of them, ready to premiere this particular bit of your
soul.

 


Is it any wonder some find this
terrifying?

 


What are some other dangers that might cause
a fight-or-flight response? We could be in the middle of a
battlefield. We could be facing an armed attacker. We could be
caught in a natural disaster like a hurricane. Any of those dangers
would be catastrophic, and we would have every right to be
terrified, not just afraid. And yet curiously, many people report
the exact same reaction when they think about getting up in front
of other people and speaking. Isn’t that just amazing? The next
part might be hard to read, but bear with me. I have a point.

 


The Causes of Fear.

 


What exactly is the worst that could
happen if we stand up and talk to people? What might we lose? Will
the sun blow up? Will a monsoon hit the building?

If we compare the risks of public speaking to
potential life-ending dangers, we can gain some perspective on
this. Mind you, I’m not saying that your fears aren’t real, and I’m
not downplaying them. What I want to do is help you get a realistic
perspective on what is happening inside yourself in those moments.
What makes so many people terrified of putting it out there and
having their say?

If you are speaking in front of others, you
might feel like you’re on trial, or at least being scrutinized to
within an inch of your life. But you know what? You aren’t.
Everyone has their own fears, thoughts, and feelings, and
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