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Chapter 6:  

Speaking Skills and Body Language 

 

“Passion is energy. Feel the power that comes from focusing on what excites you.” 

—Oprah Winfrey 

 

Yeah, but what about, you know, talking? So now that you have your framework, your voice, 

have prepared yourself and your technology, and developed an understanding of your 

audience… you have to actually open up your mouth and talk. Okay, perhaps you have a unique 

approach that does not actually involve speaking—but it will still involve body language unless 

it is some form of post-modern minimalist performance art where all the students are put in a 

room and you are elsewhere, controlling a projector screen that posts subjects on the wall. For 

everyone else, though, it’s time to talk about talking, speaking, body movement, and energy. 

 

Energy and Vibe 

Every class will have its own vibe—the energetic tone that you and the audience will 

collaboratively create together. Some classes are factual, some dry, others manic, enthusiastic, 

electric, passionate, or exploratory. Students often attach an emotional message to what they are 

learning based on the mood under which they learned the information. For example, I love math. 

When I told my friend I loved math, they said, “Why? Math is boring.” “I said,  “No, math is 

fun.” When we compared early learning experiences with math, mine was with an enthusiastic 

teacher who smiled while giving us a chance to play with math. My friend, on the other hand, sat 

in a sterile classroom with white walls and was ordered to memorize tables of information. Of 

course our emotional attachment was different! 

When setting your energetic tone, a few things need to be asked: 

 What mood do you want in the class? Silly, serious, sexy? Informative, inclusive, 

inspiring? 

 Who will you be to the class? Their teacher? An expert on the topic? Their friend? 

 How will you communicate both of the above points? What can you do with your voice 

and body to express this mood? Brainstorming some of these things in advance can be 

very helpful. 

 What tone of class is the student used to? If you are trying to make the presentation say 

“fun,” and they are used to “dry,” you may have to work harder and “gauge up” the fun 
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instead of springing it on them from the start and expecting the tone to actually say “fun” 

instead of “absurd.” 

 What does the room say? How can you change it up to express your tone? 

 What technology can you use to set your tone? Interactive handouts, changing colors on 

white boards, using videos with a specific energetic message, and music can all transform 

a space—both positively and negatively. Make sure the tech you are using will help 

emphasize the message you want your voice to communicate. 

Here are some options to set class rules and systems at the beginning to create a tone: 

 I will be giving you ten minutes at the end to ask questions. 

 Feel free to ask questions any time by just raising your hands. 

 Go ahead and shout out thoughts any time if I bring something up you want to discuss. 

Note the differences in tone in the three frameworks for rules. When sharing the systems you 

will be using, make sure that your voice and body are not giving contradictory information. For 

example, I have seen presenters say in a very flat tone that students can ask questions anytime, 

while their arms were crossed over their chests, their heads were down, and they looked kind of 

angry. I had no desire to ask them questions. Their voices and bodies were telling me I was 

unwelcome. 

Part of communicating tone includes communicating our enthusiasm for a topic. Enthusiasm 

takes many forms: 

 A huge smile 

 Passionately describing a personal story 

 Being really angry about a topic 

 Stacks of books or props that are laid out with a glint in the eye 

 Needing to roll up your sleeves to get “down to business” 

 Long pauses of consideration 

 Excitedly exclaiming, “Yes, THAT!” when a student shares 

 Opening hands up and shutting them into fists 

However we communicate our passion, enthusiasm, and interest in a topic, it is important. It is 

important to let our students know we care. Why? Because passion and enthusiasm are 

contagious. Especially for students who are new to a topic, this first introduction could set their 

journey around the topic. By sharing with them our deep-seated love of enchantment spells, our 

frustration with the lack of innovation in modern fashion, or our longing to create a sustainable 

system for overall community health programs, they might just catch the bug, too. 

A warning here is that they may indeed catch the bug. Thus, if our passion bubbles over into our 

speech unconsciously, it may have a lasting effect on our students as well. I taught on consensual 

power exchange relationships in a town where no one had spoken on the topic in five years. 

After my class, I sat down with two elders of the community. They said that the last time 

someone had spoken on the subject, they had unintentionally fractured the local power exchange 
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community by saying that these types of relationships “never” last. The two elders knew that the 

presenter had said it because of a recent heartache, but their sadness had spilled over into their 

class, and had profoundly affected folks hungry for guidance. The guidance they received had 

said, unintentionally, “don’t bother” through the presenter’s tone, body language, and words 

combined.  

Keep in mind that: 

Learning + Memorable = Retention 

Memorable can take many forms, from enjoyment to hatred and everything in-between. Thus, 

your tone can affect both the learning environment and the kind of memorable experience that 

will help students retain information and concepts alike. 

 

Physically Speaking 

Speaking starts with your body, this amazing sound box that echoes and pushes out your words 

to the world. Our thoughts become sounds through use of our bodies. Thus, optimizing our 

bodies’ capabilities is key for speaking effectively. 

 Stand up straight. 

I know, it’s tempting to slouch, slump, or in general lean forward. But if we are using our 

body effectively for speech, it requires having ample space for our lungs to expand and 

contract, and our diaphragm (the muscle beneath the lungs) to move freely. If standing, 

this means having our shoulders directly over our hips. If sitting, it means having our 

spine as comfortably straight as possible—our head in a straight upward line from our 

tailbone.  

 

Note the word “comfortably.” Don’t exaggerate your stance into cartoon proportions. 

Stand as comfortably as your body can, it really does help. Don’t believe me? 

Purposefully slump forward and try to lecture. I dare you. 

 

 Arm Awareness 

Get those shoulders out of your ears. Shake out your arms and keep them from hugging 

your body tightly. Not only will it make you look more accessible (crossing arms over the 

chest is often read as “closed to ideas”), but it will stop you from cutting off your own 

airflow by constricting your chest. 

 

 Face forward. 

Wherever your audience is, face your head in that direction. Words come out of your 

mouth, and thus pointing the mouth in the direction that the voice needs to be heard is 

useful.  
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 Don’t block your face. 

Lower your notes, move the water bottle to the side, and don’t be standing behind your 

demo model while facing forward. Sound travels better through air than solid objects. 

 

 Relax your neck. 

If your neck is tightened down, swollen out, constricted by a tight collar, or in some other 

way impeded, air has a harder time coming up from your lungs to carry your sound out. 

In addition, your vocal cords, located in your neck, will not have their full range of 

motion and you will sound unnatural, uncomfortable, or forced. Try long, slow stretches 

of your neck in advance—look up at the ceiling, look to each side, look down—all 

without bending your back or twisting. This is not something to do fast. Take five 

seconds to try to touch your chin to your chest, hold it there for 4-20 seconds, and then 

slowly lift up again. 

 

Repeat with the other directions. If this is painful or causes dizziness, do not push it. You 

may have health concerns that make this exercise (or any exercises here) a poor idea. 

Take care of yourself—talk with your health care provider. 

 

When actually speaking, check in with your neck, shoulders, and arms from time to time. 

Have your shoulders crept up or neck tensed up? Take a moment to breathe, thank the 

tension for helping you get through the segment up to this point, and then release it. 

 

 Warm Up. 

When we are going to lift weights in the gym, we stretch out our bodies in advance. It 

should be the same thing for extended speaking. It is serious work for our bodies to go for 

long stretches at a time, projecting so everyone can hear us. Thus, doing a few warm up 

exercises before we get going can be useful—either directly beforehand or in the hours in 

advance, or both! 

 

o Hummmmmmm 

With lips together, vibrate your vocal cords and hum. Start with five seconds. then 

move up to ten seconds, then twenty. See how long you can hum for before you 

need to breathe in a full breath through your nose, and go again. This gets us used 

to breathing through our noses, a useful skill to have to vary how we speak. 

Advanced humming individuals can try moving the pitch of their hum up and 

down, higher and lower. 

 

o Brbrbrbrbrbrbrbr 

Also known as “raspberries” (when we put our lips on someone’s skin and do this 

practice) or “that helicopter noise thing,” this practice of putting our lips together 

and blowing, forcing our lips open through the breathing, helps get our lips used 

to moving while we practice moving the air from our lungs past our vocal cords 

and using our lungs more fully. 

 

o Tongue twisters 

Get that tongue moving! Some of my favorites include: 
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 Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers. 

A peck of pickled peppers Peter Piper picked. 

If Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers, 

Where’s the peck of pickled peppers Peter Piper picked? 

 Seventy seven benevolent elephants (seems simple, but try it) 

 How many cans can a cannibal nibble 

if a cannibal can nibble cans? 

As many cans as a cannibal can nibble 

if a cannibal can nibble cans. 

 Through three cheese trees three free fleas flew. 

While these fleas flew, freezy breeze blew. 

Freezy breeze made these three trees freeze. 

Freezy trees made these trees’ cheese freeze. 

That’s what made these three free fleas sneeze. 

   --from Fox in Sox by Dr. Seuss 

 

 Funny faces 

Stick out that tongue. Stretch out your face. Move your face around. Go ahead; pretend 

like you are six years old again. It really does help. I find the ones where I make my 

mouth as wide as possible, as well as facial exercises where I squish my lip up into my 

nose, especially useful. 

 

 Tongue to chin 

After speaking for a long time, ever have soreness at the top of your neck, where it 

connects with your jaw line? That means your tongue muscle is tender. Try stretching it 

out before speaking by sticking out your tongue as if trying to have the tip of your tongue 

touch your chin! 

 

 Masseter massage 

Our jaws can also get tired from talking so much. Reaching inside your mouth with your 

index finger, follow your gum-line to where it connects with your jaw. Now slide that 

finger into the cheek area, and have your thumb meet that cheek-jaw-muscle intersection 

from the outside. There is a muscle there, one that is often very tender when we apply 

pressure from both sides at once. That is your Oral Masseter. After a long speech, or the 

night before to stretch out in advance, it can be useful to massage this muscle point that is 

so used in our work.  

 

 Open up and say it 

Many of us do not use our voices fully. With lips firmly together our words try to wiggle 

their way out, denied of their potential to fly free. When no one is watching, except for 

perhaps a close friend who you don’t mind looking silly in front of, take a sentence you 

enjoy saying (mine is “You do look so adorable today,” because it’s a fun sentence to 

play with). Say it first with your lips tight and face tight. Now, drop your shoulders, 

shake out those arms, stretch your neck, and open your lips up. Try using your full lip 

movements to emphasize different parts of the sentence. 
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YOU do look so ADORABLE today 

You DO look SO adorable today 

You do LOOK so adorable TODAY 

 

Try the same sentence and try working with whispers. Try the same exercise, with your 

audience needing to work to hear you. The words need to stay clear—this is your chance 

to practice enunciation. 

 

Try the above exercise again, with our friends standing 15-20 feet away. Can they hear 

you clearly as you play with different parts of the sentence? Does the end of your 

sentence tend to “fall away?” My favorite continuance of this exercise is done in the 2007 

movie The Great Debaters, starring and directed by Denzel Washington. The teacher gets 

in a rowboat, and has his debate team speak to him while he is on shore. With the 

students still on shore he rows out, further and further, asking them the same question 

over and over again, until they are clearly stating each sentence in a crisp and clear 

manner. Each time he cannot hear them clearly, or they slip into yelling instead of 

projecting (yelling stresses vocal cords and can have us loose our voice if we’re not 

careful), he asks the question again. 

 

 Consider using your actual voice. 

It is very tempting to speak with a voice, tone, or accent we like. The Barry White thing 

can be pretty sexy, or being a playful Betty Boop. However, when we work with a voice 

that does not match our vocal range and true capacity, our capacity to keep that voice 

“up” can be limited, and oftentimes is taxing on our vocal cords. If you are going to be 

affecting an accent or working outside your comfortable vocal range when speaking, 

consider doing research on theatrical training that will help you maintain your voice. 

 

 Diaphragm movement 

Many of us are upper chest breathers. Our chest rises and falls with every breath, and our 

belly stays immobile. When we only fill our upper lungs when breathing, we are using 

less than 40 percent of our lung capacity. That can greatly affect our ability to speak for 

long stretches of time effectively, and also affects our ability to project our voice great 

distances or at significant volume. 

 

The quickest way to improve our lung capacity (beyond cutting back on the smoking and 

heavy drinking of alcohol or caffeine) is to work on diaphragmatic breathing. 

 

Warning: folks who usually get very little air in (i.e. constricted upper-chest breathers) 

may get lightheaded. Be kind to yourself as you get started. These are exercises to keep 

working on—each time we do them, we get a little bit more effective. 

 

o Stand up straight. 

o Put one hand on your stomach area and one hand on your upper chest. 

o Breathe in through your nose. Notice how your hands move while still resting on 

those body parts. 
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o Breathe out through your nose. Notice how your hands move while still resting on 

those body parts. 

o Now, this time when you breathe in, make your belly push out, and your upper 

chest stay still. 

o As you breathe out, make your belly contract back to its original shape, and 

continue to have your upper chest stay still. 

o Keep trying. Try switching to mouth breathing. See how that changes things up. 

 

Very few people have complete non-movement of their chest when breathing. In fact, 

most of us are “mixed” breathers. That is just fine. Really. Some of us are actually mid-

chest breathers, our rib cage expanding and contracting with each breath. 

 

The goal is to become aware of the fact that our diaphragm is a powerful muscle at the 

base of our ribcage, and that when we use the entirety of our lungs, we can get in more 

air. With more air, we have more fuel for speaking. 

 

 Get it out of your mouth. 

Whether “it” is a piece of gum you are chewing unconsciously, a tongue or lip piercing 

you fidget with, the hair that keeps getting in your face, your fingernails… get it out of 

your mouth. Not only are these things distractions for the audience, but they keep you 

from clearly speaking due to the physical block between you and your students. 

 

 Hydration 

Drinking water and actual hydrating beverages (this does not include carbonated drinks, 

alcohol, or caffeinated drinks—by the way, “decaffeinated” beverages still have caffeine 

in them, just a lower amount) helps keep vocal cords lubricated. When vocal cords are 

dry, they strain more easily.  

  

The Art of Speaking 

Physicality alone is enough to have our voice heard, but not enough to get what we have to say 

into the heads of others. The following are ideas on how to create your personal art of speaking. 

But keep in mind, it is an art form. Just as one painter is called to realism and another to 

impressionism, so are no two speakers identical, though some may come from similar “schools.” 

Some of these may call to you to use obsessively, while others are things you just keep as ideas 

in your back pocket.  

 Use of vocal italics 

Sometimes known as changing tone to have a single word or sentence “pop,” vocal italics 

are important for having key words anchor into the minds of our audience. When we are 

reading a book, words in italics pop off the page. They are emphasized. When we do this 

verbally, we can do it a few different ways: 

o Louder 
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o Softer 

o In a false whisper 

o In a different tone of voice 

o With a slight accent 

o With a different degree of excitement 

o With a slight smile on our face or head cocked just for that word 

o Emphasizing with our hands the word or phrase 

 

However we enable the italic in our voice, it is a good idea to pause our voice ever so 

slightly (or dramatically if you like) before and after the italicized word is used. This lets 

the concept sink in. This also is useful when introducing a new word or concept. 

 

Try not to use verbal italics constantly. It can be very annoying to have italics constantly 

appear on the page with no rhyme or reason, and the same is true for verbal italics. 

 

 Repetition of key points 

Repetition is important. When we repeat the same concept throughout a presentation, the 

unconscious mind hears it repeated and hears that it is important. By being said over and 

over again, it anchors more deeply into the mind.  

 

Of course, doing this constantly can be annoying. However, repeating something once 

directly after it was said can be great when sharing a dramatic statistic (but not on every 

single statistic), or bringing up the point at the end of each section. A classic form of 

repetition of key points is in the format “Tell them what you will tell them, tell them what 

you tell them, tell them what you told them.” 

 

When studying classical Fili (poet/historian) oral tradition work in Ireland, I was 

introduced to the notion of Bardic Repetition framework for the memorization of large 

amounts of information. The structure works thusly: 

o Once upon a time there was a young boy. 

o Once upon a time there was a young boy who was so in love with the sun. 

o Once upon a time there was a young boy who was so in love with the sun that he 

decided to woo it. 

o Once upon a time there was a young boy who was so in love with the sun that he 

decided to woo it, and built a ship that could fly. 

 

By the time a Fili had heard the end of the story, he had heard the entire story many times 

already, and to keep it interesting, each line was emphasized in different ways, the 

bard/Fili changing their body language, adding drama, or focusing on different parts of 

the sentence structure. 

 

 “Ummmm…” and other sneaky words. 

They sneak in, they do. We each have them: 

o Uh huh… 

o Um… 

o Yeah… 
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o So… 

o Hm… 

o Okay, but… 

 

What is yours? These default words are what our brain uses to fill in gaps when we are 

searching for a thought hiding on the other side of our tongue. I try to audio record (and 

listen to) my voice every six months or so, to see what sneaky words have gotten into my 

speech pattern. Some of mine have waxed and waned for years (“so…” in my case), and 

some randomly make appearances for a season (“fabulous…” appeared every 7-10 

minutes for me for about six months there, until I caught it and lessened my use of the 

term). 

 

 Slow down, you move too fast. 

OhmygodsothereIwaswithmybestfriendandyouwouldnotbelievewhattheysaid! 

 

Hold on honey, slow down! 

 

When we are excited, scared, enthusiastic, or if an event cut our two hour class block 

down to 45 minutes, there can be a temptation to just get it all in and out and done. Stop. 

Stop, pause, and breathe. Each word you say needs to be understood by the ears hearing 

it, or else your point will be lost. Folks cannot retain information they never got to 

receive in the first place—and that includes if you spoke to fast. In fact, too much too fast 

can sometimes be more dangerous than not talking about the topic at all in classes of a 

sensitive nature, if students retain what they think they heard rather than what you 

actually said. 

 

Slow down, breathe, pause. Make sure your words are articulate, clearly enunciated, and 

understood. By asking students on occasion to repeat back to me in their own words what 

I said, I can check in on challenging material. I also look out for raised eyebrows, and ask 

that student why they have the raised eyebrow or other confused look. 

 

It really is better to pare down and modify class outlines then try to speed-speak our way 

through the same volume of material if pressed for time. Your audience, and you, deserve 

your excellence. 

 

 Don’t fear the microphone. 

Whether working in large spaces, with Hard of Hearing students or in echoing spaces, 

consider using the microphone.  

o Hand-held microphones  

Held in-hand or on a stand, some have cords, some do not. Avoid standing on 

cords, or dropping either the cords or the microphone. If it has an on/off switch, 

make sure it is on when you talk, off when you are done, and if it is battery 

powered, check to see when the batteries were last replaced (or have an extra set 

in class). If letting a student speak into the microphone, hold the microphone for 

them. It can be an ugly scene to get it back from The Center of Attention or The 

Expert. 
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When holding a hand-held microphone, avoid touching the grill (the silver part, 

which the microphone may or may not have), keep it away from heavy wind and 

sounds already playing that may give distortion or feedback. Do the sound check 

from where the microphone will be “distanced” from your mouth. Some people 

prefer four inches, some six inches, some 8-12 inches. Whatever you use, have 

the distance between you and the microphone be consistent between when you do 

the sound check and teach. If you are going to be especially loud/excited during 

the class in one segment, practice backing away from the microphone during 

those periods so as to not affect sound quality. 

 

o Clip microphones  

These should be attached to solid material clothing (not lace or necklaces) that 

will not move around much on the body and also not have anything that will cross 

over it (i.e. a necklace that swings back and forth on the chest). The lapel of a 

jacket is ideal, but attached to a tie, the neckline of a shirt, or worn on a solid 

tether built to hold clip microphones will work as well. When working with clip 

microphones, try to not dramatically move your head around while speaking, as 

the microphone stays stationary on the body, and your head will be changing 

distances from the microphone. Make sure the techs (if you have one) do sound 

checks after the microphone is attached to you and all wires strung in place, as 

levels can change depending on placement. If you do not have a technology 

person, doing your own sound check is just as important. 

 

o Boom microphones  

These overhead microphones stay still, and thus you need to stay within the 

proximity of the microphone explained by the tech person. These are a great 

option as they have no wires, and they can often pick up what the audience has to 

say too. 

 

 Beware of attention span 

Pause to ask questions, have students move or engage in some way, change up topics or 

points of interest—keep it relevant, engaging, and fresh. 

 

 Vary your tone. 

WOW IT WAS SO AMAZING! NO LIKE REALLY SO AMAZING! 

If you keep the volume, tone, and energy at 10 out of 10 for the entire class, punctuations 

no longer work, and students will likely wonder what chemicals you are on. If we are 

firmly at 2 out of 10 the whole time, students will fall asleep. Variety is the key.  

 

Developing a mid-line voice, and then bringing it down for parts you want your students 

to have to lean in and pay attention to hear, then up for drama and excitement, creates a 

variety of listening experience. 

 

 White space is okay. 
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Five seconds here and thirty seconds there of empty space, silence, or processing time in 

the class is not just okay, it can be a great idea if it is purposefully done. Finishing a 

dramatic story, pausing five to ten seconds, then asking a question, allows the story to 

finish “processing” in the minds of our students. When uncomfortable information has 

been shared, sometimes white space is what the information deserves instead of being 

glossed over for the next topic. 

 

 Your expression affects your voice. 

A smile on your face will often create a “smile” in your voice. Try this as a partnered 

exercise: 

o Person one is blindfolded or closes their eyes. 

o Person two writes a list of five facial expressions (i.e. frowning, smiling, flat-

faced, wild-eyed, angry) 

o Person two says, “You wouldn’t believe the day I had,” wearing the first 

expression they wrote on the list. 

o Person one tries to guess the expression. 

o Person two does not confirm or deny any expressions until after all five are done 

using the same sentence. 

o Compare notes, and trade sides. 

 

In some cases, even a slight upturned smile can make a speaker seem more inviting, or a 

subtle frown make the information seem sad or heavy—even without the listener seeing 

the speaker! 

 

The Mystery of Pacing 

In the world of professional sports, pacing is about spreading out an athlete’s strength and 

capacity throughout the race to avoid having them burn out at the end. In the world of speaking, 

pacing applies to a broader context, making sure that we as speakers avoid burning ourselves or 

our audiences out, overwhelming them, stacking all the “good stuff” in only one segment of a 

lecture, having dead air or boredom take over parts of our presentations, and more. Far too often 

presenters will lead strong at the beginning then taper off at the end, or feel crunched for time at 

the end and try to cram in the last of their material, leaving students unable to actually absorb the 

information due to it coming at them so quickly. 

Each presenter must develop their own sense of pacing, their own concepts of when to punctuate 

their work with humor or stories, their own vision of what will authentically communicate their 

own passions. Below are some ideas of how you can look at your own pacing and timing, and 

examine it in conjunction with your unique voice. An entertainer will invariably develop a 

different way of pacing than a group facilitator, and no two entertainers are the same. The issues, 

however, are worth considering for everyone. 
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 Examine the ride. 

Our presentations can be rollercoaster rides, or long slow walks in the park taking in the 

landscape around us. They can start out slow and build up to revelations, or have a 

dramatic start that uses the rest of the class to tease out the meanings and truths behind 

the early drama. Some are called to the simple wave sine, a few degrees up followed by a 

few degrees down repeated over and over again, while others prefer a bit more sporadic 

energy to their work. Whatever you are called to, look at the overall layout of what the 

ride will look like. Will the students be able to stomach the rollercoaster, or might the flat 

walk leave them hungry for more? Is there a way you can let them know early on in the 

class what the ride might be like, or is the surprise part of your tactic? 

 

 Avoid the rush. 

Soweneedtogetallofthisinformationintoyourheadbeforelunchtime… 

 

No, really, think twice about that. Do you really need to get “all” the information in 

before lunch, or can the core of the information be teased out? There can sometimes be a 

desire to fit too much information into our time slots, while other times, we end up caught 

up earlier in the class on a topic and realize we have gotten off our timeline.  

 

First, pause and breathe. It will be okay.  

 

Second, look at your outline, bullet point list, or core concepts that you wanted to 

express. Can any be dropped without affecting the commitments made in your class 

description? What can be covered in less detail (perhaps covering only the major 

concepts without sharing that one story you had planned)?  

 

Third , speak with clarity and enunciate. That means remembering to breathe between 

sentences, dropping those shoulders, and making sure your words actually make sense to 

your audience. Some folks have the ability to speak quickly and enunciate at the same 

time—others do not. Be honest about your abilities, and test them before they are needed. 

Otherwise, assume you need to slow down to have your message heard. 

 

Ideally, we can avoid the rush before we ever get to the classroom by planning in 

advance. Look at what you have planned for this presentation. Look at how much time 

you have. Consider putting time points next to your class outline. An example would look 

like: 

o 3:00 Opener 

o 3:10 Exercise One 

o 3:25 Examine Exercise One, address key points A, B, C, and D 

o 3:45 Funny Story 

o 3:50 Exercise Two 

o 4:10 Examine Exercise Two, address key points E, F, and G 

o 4:25 Wrap up and questions 

 

By putting approximate time points along our outline, it can be easier to keep on our own 

schedule and follow the ride we designed, as compared to being forced onto a 
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rollercoaster we did not want. 

 

 Pause for dramatic effect. 

Let those big stories sink in. Put key points on the board, say them out loud, and then 

give the room a chance to consider the implications. Let the visuals you put up on 

PowerPoint actually be read or considered by the room instead of diving into the 

explanation. After telling a heart-tugging story, ensure you give the audience a chance to 

catch their breath or cry before expecting them to hear what you have to say next.  

 

Be aware, however, of the difference between pausing for dramatic effect and “dead 

space.” Dead space is where the audience is ready to go on, and the speaker is not 

speaking. If the audience is staring at you expectantly, or looking around the room bored, 

they are not “having the piece sink in” or “feeling your dramatic effect.” They are ready 

for what comes next. Move on. Even if the last class you taught this for needed to cry at 

the end of your touching tale, this class is made of new people, and may need less (or 

more) time than the folks before. 

 

 Punctuation 

If our class were an essay, our stories, reiterated points, use of visuals, and more are the 

punctuation. We have commas, dashes, colons, semicolons, ellipses, periods, and 

exclamation points. If every sentence ended in an exclamation point in an essay we are 

reading, it could get on our nerves quickly. So it is with speaking. 

 

Whether our punctuation comes in the form of stories, visuals, changing where we stand 

in a room, costume use, props, breakout sessions, question and answer segments, group 

sharing, eliciting responses from the room, jokes, or something else, be aware of the 

variety of punctuation you are using. No punctuation can be almost as frustrating for 

some listeners as punctuation every single minute.  

 

Debate as well whether you are just using the punctuation to punctuate, or does it actually 

add to the course? Does the story actually connect with your class’ point? Will the 

audience get what the “story lesson” is? Adding a brief note at the end of the story as to 

how that story applies will help students who need a firm line drawn between points in 

order to put the pieces together. 

 

 Say what you need to say. 

What are the core elements of this course? What is important that everyone leave with 

today? Sometimes we get caught up in the tangents, side stories, and funny anecdotes, 

and forget the core points. 

 

Delivering fewer points well is often better than sharing hundreds of points poorly. When 

we try to fit in too much, the audience does not always have the capacity to remember all 

of it, and they (and you) can feel rushed. 

 

When we are aware of what we actually need to say, we also have the ability to 

understand what the “must” take home points are. Look again at your goals for students. 
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If they need to take home a point, consider addressing it in different ways, at different 

times, to help develop repetition and a higher likelihood of long term memory retention.  

 

Vocal italics, combining information with reinforcing media, building up information to 

have an emotional resonance attached—these and more can help make those key points 

memorable. 

 

 Notes for readers 

Are you reading a pre-prepared lecture, or perhaps been asked to do a reading from a 

book or an essay you have already written? Practice the reading in advance. How long 

does it take? Underline or highlight words that need verbal emphasis during reading. 

 

Use your written punctuation—it is there for a reason. It helps the reader know the 

emphasis of the sentence or words. For some, highlighting the punctuation can help us as 

readers remember that this line is supposed to be read excitedly, somberly, or in some 

other tone. 

 

Make sure to keep eye contact with the audience. Every sentence or so (or ideally more 

often), look up from the page and share those last few words of the sentence, that are 

banked in short term memory, while looking audience members in the eye. 

 

Let the audience know you are energetically still “in the room,” or show them through 

your body language that you are “back in the moment.” Examples for the first include 

visually engaging with the room, looking folks in the eye, touching the podium you are 

standing at, and pointing throughout the space as appropriate to emphasize moments. If 

going “back,” consider closing your eyes, kinesthetically reminiscing, or showing on 

your face the emotions from the times in the story. 

 

 To vary, or not to vary? 

I mentioned early on that varying information is incredibly useful for audience members 

who learn in different ways. And so it is. And yet, there are presenters who take this a bit 

too literally and try to throw every single type of learning experience and voice into a 

single presentation. This is not only challenging for pacing, but is also hard for the 

audience to have faith in any consistent message. Take a moment to check in with 

yourself on whether you are varying stimuli and approaches to make a point, or whether 

it is simply random.  

 

 Begin with your end in mind. 

Will the rollercoaster zoom around then slowly peter off at the end, or will you end with a 

big splash? If it has been a long slow walk, how will the audience know we are done? Is 

there a grand reveal, or a re-stating of key points from throughout the workshop? Is there 

a quiz? Will you mirror your beginning, or have a three-minute inspirational speech to 

have them leave on a high note? 

 

Whatever route we choose to wrap up our presentations, beginning with the end in mind 

is key. Too often I have seen folks be in a rush, finish, and say goodbye to the room with 
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no wrap up or final point of any sort. This can leave the audience feeling emotionally 

disconnected, especially if the course covered emotionally volatile topics. “Okay, thanks 

for sharing your personal stories of rape, I have to run, bye,” is not a way to make friends 

or create allies. In fact, in an extreme case like that, it can actually color dramatically 

what a student takes away from a course. Why have the last thing a student hears (and 

may remember more vividly) be the fact that you were curt, or rude, or disorganized, or 

whatnot, when you have the capacity to end with something that reinforces your goals for 

the course? 

 

 Practice. 

Find a friend. Record yourself. Walk through it in your head. See where the points on the 

roller coaster lie, and assess whether those points serve your needs. By finding your core 

pace/energetic volume and how you like to work, it allows the freedom to adjust your 

“volume knob” during class if needed.  

 

 Spread the energy out. 

Having all the “oomph” at the beginning, or at the end, or loaded entirely at the center, 

can be jarring for them and disconnect students from the material. Asymmetry is fine, as 

long as there is an awareness of making it actually feel and look purposeful, as compared 

to simply being lopsided. If you are going to be asymmetrical, show that you “meant to 

do that,” rather than the fact that you were lazy in some way. 

 

 Don’t fear your outline. 

Keep your index cards, notes, timelines, or outline on hand. Look at them. Look at the 

clock. Make sure everything you needed to include is being included without getting 

rushed. Outlines can help us stay on track. If you end up with empty spaces, having extra 

notes for “optional content” in your notes can be worthwhile. Some students cover 

information more quickly than others, and you may want the extra ideas of bonus topics.  

 

 Ending early 

The alternate route for some is to end early, once the course is done, even if that is a few 

minutes earlier than planned Ending on a high note rather than dragging on for an extra 

half hour making material up can be worthwhile for some to consider. If students paid top 

dollar to hear you for two hours, though, and you only deliver an hour and fifteen 

minutes, this can lead to resentment. Having extra notes on hand, or including a 

discussion segment in the middle and then wrapping up with some of the original notes or 

that inspirational speech can be more effective for some to keep their pacing decent as 

compared to doing the inspirational speech, then having a discussion, then ending “flat.” 

Begin in a way that helps your message, and end emphasizing that message as well. 
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Language Usage and Awareness 

Part of effective speaking is becoming aware of the types of words we use. When we put letters 

together in a string, we “spell” out a single word. And when we string words together, we have 

the capacity to put an audience under the “spell” of our vision of reality. We paint the 

atmosphere of learning into creation with the specific words we choose.  

 Unique voice 

The first part of word awareness is choosing the words that best serve our unique voice. 

Yup, all those exercises from the beginning of the book. So, flip back to the start, and 

look at what you wrote down about your unique voice. Are you a presenter, or a 

demonstrator? A performer or a peer mentor? 

 

Once we know what voice we are using, we can think about how we will address our 

class to affirm that role. For example, when having someone start an exercise, we can do 

it in a variety of ways: 

o “I want you to…”  

o “You need to…”  

o “I would like it if you could…”  

o “You will…”  

o “I will now give you the opportunity to…”  

o …etc.  

 

Which one are you? Or is there a different set of verbiage altogether that would express a 

desire to have students start an exercise? Consider applying this concept to the rest of 

how you speak. If your desire is to be the friendly happy presenter, but all of your 

messages are authoritative or dominating in tone, are you confusing your students as to 

your intent? 

 

 Owning your “I” statements. 

I sat in a conversation and had my friend look at me and say, “When you do this you will 

find that it is very frustrating.” I raised my hand. They blinked, and nodded that I could 

interject. “I appreciate that you found this frustrating, but I have done this and did not 

find it frustrating, so… could you please not project your feelings onto me?” 

 

“You” statements and “I” statements are not interchangeable. In fact, when we say things 

like, “You will find this very easy,” and the student does not think it is in fact easy, we 

can alienate or demoralize a student unintentionally. Consider the difference between: 

o “I find it useful to…” 

o “You will find it useful to…” 

o “You may find it useful to…” 

 

The first is an “I” statement. The second is a “you” statement. The third is a stipulated or 

causal “you” statement—a much more honest “you” statement if there is not a pre-

knowledge of the person’s actual experience on the topic or in life at large. 
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 Gendered language 

Instead of defaulting to female examples for a person staying at home, or for individuals 

who have been raped, consider either using neutral language (“they will”), alternate 

examples, or at the very beginning of the class state the specific gendered language you 

will be using, why you are using it (i.e. speaking from personal journey), and encourage 

students to translate to their equally valid life journey and the pronouns they prefer. 

 

 Class/politically-based language 

Just as with gender, we often speak from our own class, politics, financial reality, sexual 

orientation, education level, and more. Not everyone in the room is liberal, middle class, 

Caucasian, employed, lives in-city, has travelled out of country, or knows what a deep-

fried Oreo tastes like. Consider opening up for student examples on a concept to give 

them space to voice their reality, keeping language neutral, sharing a wide variety of 

stories and labels, or as with gender, stating your clear bias if needed. For example, I will 

sometimes say, “I am speaking from the experience of having been an eco-hippy bi-

sexual gender radical—your mileage may vary.”  

 

 Profanity 

In formal academic lecturing there is little to no place for profanity. It is considered 

deeply unprofessional, and offensive. However, in peer-to-peer education, a shared level 

of profanity with the person we are mentoring can create a shared level of informality 

consciously constructed. But note the “shared level.” Using profanity just to get a rise of 

folks or seem casual may alienate a peer who finds profanity distasteful. Consider letting 

them lead the level of profanity used.  

 

If profanity is part of your speaking style, inspired by the work of George Carlin for 

example, know that some folks appreciate this voice, and others do not. This, of course, is 

true for each teaching style. Either way, make sure the level of profanity matches your 

material, message, and audience. 

 

 Humor and sarcasm 

Jokes, snide comments, punch lines, and more can be effective in moderation for some 

teaching styles. As a form of “punctuation” to drive a point home, for example, jokes that 

are understood by all can anchor an idea using a laugh. However, there are some 

challenges with humor. 

o Does the audience get that it is a joke, or do they think you meant that sarcastic 

remark? 

o Does the audience find that kind of joke funny? 

o Did it hit a negative group or individual memory? 

o Was it too personal? 

 

Humor is an important part of many presentation styles. If it is yours, consider gauging 

the room first with a small joke, get them used to the idea that you will be using jokes, or 

have a few “ringers” in the room who know when to laugh to get the audience into the 

mood. The issue of being misunderstood in humor use may never come up, but it can be 

nice to know in advance that it could happen. 
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Asking Questions and Listening 

A very common system for presenters to actively engage with their audience is to ask the 

audience questions. Some do this in focused ways—asking questions that will elicit only specific 

answers that the presenter can then use to feed into their next topic to lecture on. Others use 

questions as a way to see what information their audience already knows. Some use questions as 

a way to have students share with each other, creating class discussions with the starting question 

as the beginning of the discussion. 

When we ask a question, it leaves our brain, comes out our mouth, and is expressed through our 

body, and then is heard by the ears of our students and filtered through their brains before they 

have a chance to respond to it. That means at any point along the way, there can be 

misunderstandings or different understandings than what we originally intended inside our mind. 

There can be a gap in understanding between our thoughts and our mouths/bodies (misstating or 

misframing our intent), between our words and the hearing abilities of our students (hearing 

challenges, room echoes, clarity of speech), between their ears and minds (debating what we 

meant with that question). If our bodies is closed off with arms crossed over our chests, but we 

are asking students to open up, we may also be sending mixed messages within our question—

the question our mouths are stating and the one our bodies are stating. 

Not all questions are created the same. When we ask a different question, we will get different 

answers. Thus, two very similar questions can illicit dramatically different responses. If I, in a 

workshop, show a technique and want students to critically analyze my technique, I can ask the 

question a few different ways, including: 

 “What is wrong with what I just did?” 

 “What could I have done better?” 

Both of these questions are analytical questions, but they have a different focus. The first focuses 

on the things that were negative or wrongly done. The second focuses on what could be positive 

or correctly done in the future. We can set a tone of the direction for the next segment of the 

class by framing our questions in a way that will lead to the tone we want. 

If you get dramatically different answers from what you were expecting to use to lead into your 

next topic, consider examining the question you used. If I ask, “Why do people engage in open 

relationships,” and I was hoping to elicit the positive qualities of open relationships, I may be 

frustrated and have class go in a different direction than hoped if a student answers, “Because 

they don’t trust anyone.” Wow, that was a can of worms we may not have been ready for if we 

were using questions to steer the class in a specific way. If I had framed the question instead as 

“What positive reasons have you found about engaging in open relationships,” I may have been 

more likely to get the sort of answers I was looking for. 
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A major question to authentically consider is why you want to ask questions. If it is to steer the 

direction of the class, how will you respond if students answer unexpectedly? Will you try asking 

again, stating, “Perhaps I was unclear, let me reframe my question?” Or will you listen to what 

they actually have to say, and go off the beaten path of your course going in a new direction? 

Perhaps this is a teaching opportunity—to address what a student actually brought up, then snake 

the conversation back around to the course outline after the slight detour. 

If we are asking questions that we actually want students to consider on a deeper level than word 

association or gut reaction, students need time to process the information and formulate their 

answers. Some introspective students may be best served by having index cards and pens they 

can answer the question on, passing their answers forward, rather than the “raise your hands” 

approach to responding. Even if we are having folks speak up to respond, giving thirty seconds 

for students to consider their serious answers can help many folks. 

When answering questions, there are some populations where no one wants to be the first on the 

dance floor, as it were. Having a few canned answers, or stories and answers of your own, to 

share first can help shy populations have permission to speak up. If it turns out that your whole 

audience is silent (see “The Silent” in Chapter 5), these pre-brainstormed answers can also be 

invaluable as a backup plan if the discussion you planned has to transform into a lecture. 

If attendees do answer questions, remember that part of the answering process is listening. That’s 

right, actually listening. Active listening is about opening up your ears, and your mind, to hear 

and absorb what attendees share. This is in stark contrast to much of Western societies’ idea of 

listening; where we are busy planning our next response while someone is sharing with us. This 

can be a fine and treacherous line for some presenters—how do I control my class and actually 

listen to them? How do I know if they are rambling on too much and over-sharing, not giving 

other students time to share their answers?  

To be honest, some presenters I meet do not actually want to actively listen. They have 

assumptions about what students are going to say, and respond to the theory rather than the 

actuality of what their students say. Personally, as a passionate educator, I feel that this is not the 

right thing for me and my path. If I am putting my heart and spirit on the line sharing the core of 

things that matter profoundly to me, it is only respectful to hold space for my students to have 

space to do the same. When someone has the bravery to speak from their heart, part of my 

calling is to make space for their bravery to be heard, respected, and acknowledged. 

This is not to imply that I never curtail or control the length of how much students share, or 

lovingly inform them that it would be lovely to hear more after class. But whatever they share, I 

try to actually hear it, actually listen to what gifts they are offering me and the room. A 

surprising amount of the time I am blown away by the wisdom and insights their answers hold, 

and am able to craft their ideas into a symbiotic relationship with my own, taking my classes in 

new directions I would not have dreamed up on my own. 
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Nonverbal Communication and Movement 

We don’t just speak using our words. So often we say one thing, but our nonverbal cues say 

another. It can cause a lot of strife for students, confused by the verbal to nonverbal conflict we 

might be setting up. Some of the formats of nonverbal communication we have already looked 

into, things like appearance, physical environment, and the effects on cultural understanding (or 

lack thereof) on getting our messages across. Here are some additional tools using not-verbal 

communication to punctuate and facilitate our message.  

 

Dynamics and relationships 

Our relationships can also greatly affect our communication, though these communication 

differences are not based on the words we use. A teacher-student dynamic will inherently look 

different than a peer-to-peer dynamic. Where we are coming from will thus affect the underlying 

messages of what is heard by the person on the other end… and what we will hear in return from 

them. Unlike classical education models where most teachers are teachers only to their students, 

in alternative community education, this issue of understanding what dynamic we are working 

from may be challenged further with the layering of dynamics. When our presenter also happens 

to be a potential person to consider a play partner or lover, are our students listening (and are we 

acting) as teacher-to-student, or potential lover-to-potential lover?  

 

Body language 

Our eyes, faces, hands, spines, postures, and more tell a story of what is commonly referred to as 

body language. The meanings of our different poses are deeply rooted in our cultural 

upbringings—what level of touch is appropriate and welcome in a given situation, how much 

space we “use” in a room, how active our hands are when we talk. Some cultural contexts find 

the idea of being touched with or pointed at using the left hand an offense, for example, as that is 

the hand used in those cultures for wiping up after using the restroom. 

 What is your pose saying? 

Oftentimes we try to “say” one thing through our various forms of body language… and 

it’s not always “read” the way we had hoped. Let’s try this partnered exercise to see what 

comes up. 

o Each partner writes a list of ten emotions (see below for ideas). No peeking! 

o Partner 1, using no words or grand gestures, tries to communicate their emotion to 

Partner 2. This is not clown school, so consider how you would actually express 

this sentiment in a small-scale speaking setting, not on stage for an audience of 

thousands.  
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o Partner 2 writes down, on a separate sheet of paper, the first emotion they saw. 

When they are ready, notify Partner 1 for the next pose—preferably no more than 

15 seconds per pose. Do not share your thoughts with Partner 1 at this time. 

o Repeat until Partner 1 has demonstrated all 10 poses. 

o Partner 2 now becomes the body language artist, while Partner 1 follows the 

above steps. 

o After all 20 poses between both partners have been done, compare notes. Which 

ones did you guess correctly, which were confusing, and which ones were 

outright misidentified? Look back on why they were confusing or misidentified. 

What came up? How can you each get better? 

 

 Easily confused poses 

o Frustrated can look angry, disgustful, or focused. 

o Overwhelmed can look fearful, surprised, stressed, or uncertain. 

o Amused can look curious, delighted, or that you think someone is being 

dishonest. 

o Contemplative can look sad, tired, or bored. 

o Attentive can look flirtatious, overbearing, or domineering. 

 

Our cultural and familial upbringing can also greatly affect what we read an emotion as. 

In a class on role playing skills, I asked couples to all pose as “angry.” One pair in the 

front row was baffled looking at each other. He had his fists up, ready to fight. She had 

her arms crossed over her chest and was emotionally withdrawn. Both thought they were 

communicating “angry,” but they were doing it in their own bodily lexicon. Not everyone 

shares our exact upbringing, life history, or biases based on other encounters.  

 

 What are your hands saying? 

Within a Western cultural contexts, palms up poses are often considered receptive, 

welcome, and inviting. Thus, if wanting to “invite” someone to talk, indicating them with 

our palm up and flat, instead of pointing with one finger and a closed fist, palm down, is 

considered more “open” to wanting to hear them. 

 

Palms-down poses are often considered more closed, commanding, or authoritative. 

Thus, if trying to discipline or strongly affirm from a place of rigid leadership, a palm-

down or palm-closed gesture? can help enforce that message. 

 

Crossing arms across the chest often indicates firmness of position. This can be done with 

a relaxed style by combining it with leaning back, smiling, or in other ways appearing 

firm, but listening to others. In comparison, shoulders tensed and leaning forward or 

standing upright with arms crossed over the chest can indicate that the speaker has no 

interest in hearing anything they are being told, or that their firmness is rooted in a 

defensive manner. 

 

Active hands can communicate enthusiasm for a topic, or uncontrolled passion. 

 

Consider watching folks as they walk down the street—where are their hands? In their 
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pockets, shoved down as to hide them from the world? Thumbs tucked into back pockets, 

shoulders back, eyes forward and attentive? Noticing our own reactions to the hand, and 

body, poses of individuals in public can help us become aware of our own perceptions 

around the unspoken messages of the world.  

 

 What is your eye contact saying? 

o Clock gazing 

Does it look like you have somewhere more important to be? Do students feel like 

you actually *want* to be there? 

o Meeting eyes. 

Eye contact is often how individuals instill trust. Can someone literally “look us 

in the eyes” when they share information? If not, are they being honest with us, 

and can we trust them? Now, eye contact can be tricky for some of us. Feelings of 

being overly bold, or general discomfort with this level of intimacy with a 

stranger can distract from our ability to communicate, an issue that can especially 

come up for individuals on the autism spectrum. Consider looking at the area next 

to someone’s eyes if direct eye-to-eye contact is uncomfortable. Even if not 

meeting the eyes of a specific person, make sure your face faces forward— being 

able to see the eyes of a presenter instills trust and connection with an audience. 

This means looking up from note cards and speeches to speak while 

simultaneously looking at the room. 

o Change focus. 

If we choose only one person in an audience to meet eyes with for an entire class, 

the rest of the room can feel disconnected or abandoned. In a small class situation, 

try catching the eyes of every person in the room a few times during your 

presentation—making that individual connection with each person. In addition, 

constant focus on one individual can feel to that individual as if your words are 

only for or about them… which can be empowering or feel accusatory depending 

on where their head space might be. 

 

 What is your face saying? 

Is your huge smile read as happiness, or extreme discomfort, or having a secret others do 

not know about? Are lips closed and terse as you listen? Consider video recording a short 

segment of your presentation or practice. Do you have any facial habits? Are they 

distracting? The act of dropping our eyebrows and getting rid of “stress lines” on our 

foreheads can make audiences feel less like we are stressed, or loosening our jaws up can 

help them feel as if it is acceptable to approach us with their vulnerable questions. 

 

 What is your spine saying? 

 A straight spine, with one’s shoulders centered above the hips and the head 

upright, can communicate happiness, interest, openness, awareness. The same 

spine position with the head down can show inner strength mixed with 

thoughtfulness, contemplation, or the expression of other emotions. 

 

 A slouched spine, body curled forward with shoulders rolled inward, can show 

exhaustion, boredom, or disinterest. Combined with the head down, what was 
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meant to show a sorrowful illumination of a story can be read as fragility and a 

downtrodden nature. 

 

 An exaggerated straightening of the spine, standing “extra tall,” is a useful tool 

for asserting unconscious dominance, but can be read as an attacking pose by 

some. 

 

 A fairly straight and relaxed spine and shoulders can be read as an interested and 

engaged pose, or seen as loving and open. 

 

 Emotions and posture  

Emotions affect posture, and your posture may affect your emotions! If you are feeling 

“down,” try to force yourself to keep your back straight for a while and see what happens. 

You may discover that not only does your mood change, but even your way of thinking 

changes. Try wearing the slightest smile too, and it’s surprising how much you can 

change your own experiences through your physicality. 

 

Have a stressed or manic student? Try matching their body language and breath, making 

sure they can see you “at their level,” and then actively “down-shift” to a more relaxed 

pose while maintaining their breathing rate. Then shift your breathing. They will often 

join you, unconsciously mirroring your mannerisms as an extended part of their system, 

having found rapport with you first. This is not recommended for presenters who get 

caught up in the moment. Try first bearing witness to your emotions if you have never 

tried to consciously change your body’s emotional expression without having it grossly 

affect internal emotional experience. Can you acknowledge your sorrow, or joy, or 

passion, but have your body tell a different story? Not everyone can, and thus modulation 

of rapport does not work well for everyone. 

 

Clothing 

Clothing is an amazing tool for transforming the presentation experience. Look at your unique 

voice from Chapter 1. When you combine the type of presenter that you want to be with the 

specific content you are hoping to get across, a visual aesthetic may arise. An entertainer 

speaking on latex fetishism may find it useful to dress differently than a philosopher speaking on 

the same topic.  

The clothes we choose can help put us in a head space for the topic or message we are delivering. 

Laying out wardrobe and dressing with intent for the message I will be communicating as I teach 

helps me prepare my mind for the upcoming work. My internal message and external message 

find alignment. 

This means having clothes that fit, and that I can feel comfortable in, and that are compatible 

with my own personal expression. If I feel uncomfortable, absurd, or out of place in my clothing, 

These feelings will often express themselves as a sense of overall self-awareness of discomfort to 
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our students. Thus, we need to learn how to dress to express ourselves, not what all other 

speakers in our field might be wearing if we feel uncomfortable in that uniformity.  

Wardrobe also helps our students understand where we are coming from before we ever open our 

mouths. This means we also get to dress for them. Some clothing and jewelry may bring our 

students into closer alignment with our message, while other clothing and jewelry may 

unintentionally alienate them. A three-piece suit may help university students hear me as an 

authority, but can alienate students at an LGBTQ youth outreach program as not being “real.” 

Though I myself love suits, in the BDSM community, for example, I find that lecturing in a suit 

labels me subconsciously to the audience as an outsider, and therefore I dress for the culture I am 

speaking in. 

Other clothing can simply be an outright distraction. When our cleavage is high and up front, or 

crotches tightly framed and packaged, this may be an allure at first—but will students be able to 

hear what we have to say? Might they be busy listening to our chests instead? This depends 

entirely on the learning culture of a group, an individual presenters comfort and style (is the 

outfit wearing them or are they wearing the outfit?), the skill of the presenter to keep 

engagement, and whether titillation is part of an individual’s style of education. However, some 

distracting clothes are simply wardrobe failures—check before leaving the bathroom that your 

fly is zipped up, your skirt is not tucked into your pantyhose, that your footwear is in decent 

condition, and that there are no unintentional stains on your clothing for example. 

In short, dress for your culture, and your final message. 

 

Touch 

In various forms of alternative lifestyle education, as compared to most classical systems of 

lecture and education, there can be a great deal of information communicated through touch. 

Whether this means standing behind a student and assisting them in throwing a whip, or palm-to 

-palm raising energy to show the concepts of building shields in magical training, all of the 

topics about appropriateness and intent of touch that have been discussed in musical training and 

physical education come into play. Is our touch there to teach, or simply to touch? Are there any 

improprieties in the type or delivery of the touch? Did the student consent to the touch? 

In some spiritual traditions, laying on of hands or other forms of touch are required to pass on 

gnosis, or the vital energy of the working. If this is the case in our educational work, does the 

student understand the full meaning of what they are about to engage in—or are they just trying 

to get on our good side by letting us touch them? This question arises when we pull demo 

partners out of the audience as well—did they jump up for a chance to be on stage, or to just be 

near us/a figure of authority/power, or because they actually understand the activity they are 

engaging in where touch is present? 
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Touch comes in a wide variety of forms, from the soft brush of the finger to the deeply impacting 

blow of fist to flesh. In nonverbal communication we express a great deal of information in a 

handshake, or a hug. But in some forms of alt-sex teaching it is important to consider what 

unspoken messages we are sharing when we, for example, tie up a student. Is our touch to the 

point or do we linger, energetically transforming the work into a hot play scene? Was the 

exercise about the practical tie, or about energetic connection? And where will you put your line 

in the sand? 

 

Body Movement 

Using our bodies’ moves to effectively communicate our message extends beyond how we stand 

or smile. We must be aware of how we move. 

 

Zones for Teaching 

In his book Impact Teaching, Richard Howell Allen discussed the notion that there are three 

major zones when we stand before an audience and educate them. The first is the Instructional 

Zone—the space closest to the chalkboard. This back third of the stage is a place to place 

supporting visuals, present information, or lecture points and to have a “big picture” take on the 

material. The second is the Facilitation Zone—the midsection of the stage that provides an 

energetic opportunity for conversation, interaction, and questions. The third is the Directional 

Zone—that area closest to the students, where, with strength enforced through proximity, we can 

give clear directions and engage in more intimate topics or points of detail. 

I would argue that in alternative educational settings and approaches we have a fourth zone—

moving out to our students, holding hands with them, or bringing them up on stage, or in theatre 

terms, “breaking the fourth wall.” In the world of theatre, an audience gets to peer into an 

imagined world as if gazing through the walls not “shown” on stage. When the fourth wall is 

broken, it means that the audience is no longer just a passive observer, but is literally in the 

world the theatrical experience is providing. We have the opportunity to do the same should we 

so choose, and if it is appropriate to communicate our visions. 

Whether working with three zones or four, moving around between depths and zones in space is 

important. When we physically get stuck, the energy in a space can get stuck as well. The 

exception to this is if part of your teaching style involves “holding space” or enforcing stillness 

and contemplation—for example the Guru model of unique voice. If staying in one place only is 

not a conscious decision, making decisions about where we will be on stage is important. Even 

presenters with mobility challenges can “move” about the space using laser pointers, slide 
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shows, calling on students to share, and in other techniques that move the audience’s eyes from 

always being fixed in one location—unless, again, that is a conscious decision. 

 

Make the Space Your Own 

Coming into yet another hotel conference room can feel like, well, another hotel conference 

room—both for yourself and your students. We can change the space up using table cloths, 

covering artwork, or playing music, but we also can change the space up energetically by 

physically making it our own. Consider walking the edges of the space, before class begins, to 

visualize the room as being your space for transformation, education, openness, or clarity— 

depending on the topic you are sharing. When the class is done, walk the room again, releasing 

that energy and leaving a blank slate for the next group that comes in. 

 

Flipping the Space Assumptions 

There are times when students sit in the back, leaving the first four rows totally empty. If the 

students won’t come to you, consider coming to your students! This might include: 

 Teaching from the “back” of the room 

 Sitting down in the center of the student group and speaking from the audience area 

 Clearing the first four rows out of the way and making row five into the new row 1 

 Speaking from the aisles 

 Asking students to make a circle instead of rows 

This can be a great tool at the start of a class. Be careful at doing this partway through however, 

as some students may feel “cornered” if you change the space rules after asking a question, or 

make it hard for hard of hearing students who have set themselves in your space for their greatest 

success, only to have their technique for being able to listen challenged. Other students may feel 

excluded if you “moved away from them,” so “flipping” is best done in the first five minutes of 

class, or at the beginning of a new segment of information. 

 

The Art of Sitting 

Some of us choose to sit when teaching for a variety of reasons: sore feet, mobility challenges, 

being at the same energy/height as our students, to create a feeling of peership, or to make a 

dramatic gesture for example. When sitting, think through a few concepts: 

What are you sitting on? A chair, stool, couch, or on the floor? What are the technical challenges 

of this specific tool? 

What is the height difference? Standing while our students speak allows for everyone to see the 

teacher. Can the back row see and hear you? Energetically speaking, being higher than our 
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audience creates a sense of power or authority on a matter. By sitting, have you become “on their 

level,” and might being on the ground encourage this specific audience group to feel you are 

“lower than them?” Will the height change make them emotionally uncomfortable, and is that 

the point? 

How are you sitting? Are you sitting forward, being read as excited or on the edge? Sitting back 

and seeming relaxed and at ease? Closed off with your arms and legs crossed? Too 

comfortable—legs spread wide or looking ready to fall asleep?  

Keep it moving. The zones mentioned above apply to our chair space as well—leaning back or 

with shoulders open for general information, upright or slightly forward for questions, leaning in 

to whisper details. 

 

Circles, Rounds, and Other Shapes 

For being physically heard, it is much easier to set up a room so that all the students are visible in 

a less than 140 degree spread in front of us in rows (not too many rows, unless we have a 

microphone or loud, clear annunciation). This ensures that the does not have to keep turning their 

head to see students raise their hands, to have their face visible to students, and to allow sound to 

travel without impediment. 

However, there are many other models on how to set up students. Teaching in a discussion circle 

creates a feeling of peership amongst all, and in doing so an urge to discuss and share. Perhaps it 

will be students in the center, with a presenter walking round them; two circles of chairs, one 

facing the other, so partners can eye gaze while the teacher speaks from the center of the two 

circles; a “stage” in the center, with seating around it in a round, or in groups for easy break-off 

sessions or students evenly spaced throughout the room, with the presenter moving between all 

students and rows. 

If choosing something beyond the teacher in front model, become aware of whether a group of 

your students might feel ignored by “listening to your ass.” Will students be able to hear you? 

Are you moving through the space with a lightness? Or does it feel like you are stalking the 

students like prey? Or perhaps feel like you are fleeing some of them? If you are in the round 

sharing physical techniques, will you repeat each exercise four times to show it to each quadrant 

of the room? How will you know if students behind you have their hands up? 

 

Showing Activities Effectively 

When teaching physical activities, there are a number of things to keep in mind around our body 

actions and how they interact with learning: 
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 Left-right confusion  

When you say left, is that your left, or their left? Same applies to “in front of,” over here” 

and other such things. Make it clear whose reference point they should be starting from. 

 

 Mirroring, or side by side  

Will you be doing the activity facing them, expecting them to mirror it (when you raise 

your left hand they raise their right hand), expecting them to spin it in their heads 180 

degrees (if your? left hand, then left hand), or stand with your back to them or side by 

side, doing the same activity at the same time, but having challenges seeing what they are 

doing? Or a combination? 

 

 Exaggeration of motion  

When introducing a body movement, will you do it accurately as it should be done in the 

end product, or make a “theatrical” version of what the more exaggerated version looks 

like? Does the student know it is a theatrical version, and that they don’t need to hold 

their hands out that wide? 

 

 Combining mnemonics with body motion 

When sharing a bondage tie for example, consider doing the motion while anchoring it to 

a funny allegory, or a simple verbal rubric—for example, “now we make the bunny ears.” 

This helps verbal learners acquire kinesthetic skills. 

 

 Play to the audience  

Your class is a class, not a scene. Keep body motions “open” so that your students can 

see what is going on. Instead of spanking a partner with your body facing forward and 

your partner over your lap, consider turning your chair at a 30-degree angle so they can 

see your hand land, and your partner’s physical reactions. 

 

 Talk or do  

Other than simple points of reference, refrain from trying to share volumes of verbal 

information while students are supposed to be practicing or doing an activity. Their 

attention will be divided, and neither the hearing nor the physical learning will be as 

successful as it could be. 

 

 Repetition of information  

Don’t just show the how to activity and expect students to “get it” the first time. 

Repetition allows the information to be absorbed in multiple manners. Consider having 

your students do a few of these: 

 

o Watch as teacher does activity 

o Attempt skill with teacher doing same skill at same time 

o Try skill with teacher at their side for assistance or verbal walkthrough 

o Practice unassisted 

o Student-to-student assistance or constructive critique 

o Teach someone else 

o Describe the technique in their own words 
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o Create something new based on what you have learned 

o Show the classroom what you can do 

 

Nerves and Jitters 

Public speaking does not need to be inherently stressful! However, we all have different points 

that come up from time to time—moments of uncertainty, and butterflies in our stomach. This is 

part of the human experience. For some of us, these manifest in physical reactions that our 

students can see, while others of us have internal struggles that are not as obvious to the world at 

large.  

When we examine our nerves and jitters, it is important to consider that there are many routes to 

approach any given point of challenge. Some of us will choose to compensate for our jitters by 

hiding them from view, or obfuscating them behind something that the audience will notice more 

than our nervous habits. There are individuals who choose to avoid situations where that specific 

point of nerves can manifest—for example, if we know that jitters will manifest in front of a 

specific type of audience, simply not teaching in front of that kind of audience. Others choose to 

look their nerves straight in the eye and tackle them head on.  

None of these routes is wrong, but it is important to be aware of which route you are taking, and 

its repercussions. If you are compensating, is your message being lost behind the camouflage? If 

avoiding, are you missing opportunities? If going headlong into the issue, are you doing it on 

your time, or taking students who did not consent along for the ride? 

Jitters come in a variety of shapes, such as: 

 

Verbal Jitters 

 Cracking voice 

Many of us have voices that crack from time to time. Pause and check in on whether you 

are using your “natural” voice. Using a false accent, tone, or anything that stresses your 

vocal chords can be problematic. Take a sip of room-temperature water—ice-cold water 

can cause additional shock to the system. Stretch your neck out and take a few deep 

breaths—a tense neck can lead to easier voice cracking. Try moving to a microphone or a 

more intimate teaching environment (bring those chairs closer) and talk softer instead of 

having to speak above your comfort zone.  

 

 Stammering 

Many individuals over the years have struggled with repeating syllables, drawn out 

words, and the record being stuck on repeat when they get going. Start first by practicing 

at home. Get used to hearing the sound of your own voice, and building up self-
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confidence in your ability to use it. This may mean trying to sing at home as well. We use 

our vocal cords differently when singing than when talking, and finding new ways to use 

our voices can help assist with stammering. Try exaggerating mouth movement, slowing 

down words, and clearly annunciating words if your stammering slips into mumbling. 

Consider building an ongoing practice of using your voice in front of an audience. For 

some this is a chance, say in group discussions, to learn how to breathe first then 

consciously move into talking. For others who stammer from time to time, this means 

learning to unconsciously speak instead of focusing on each sentence, because their 

obsession with perfection is causing the stress.  

 

 Silence 

A long pause here and there in our speaking is not only okay,  it allows introspective 

learners a chance to integrate information. But some of us have moments where our 

mouths will simply not respond. Keep your notes nearby with bullet points that you can 

literally read out loud. Sometimes getting a fragment of a sentence, any sentence, is 

enough to get the flow going again. Consider shifting the lecture into a dialogue—with a 

slight smile, indicate to the audience member with the most “engaged and ready to 

speak” face to share their thoughts, moving the class forward. Take a long, slow breath in 

through your nose and release it through your mouth, perhaps even with a noise. Get your 

voice used to moving again. 

 

 Rushing through 

Catch yourself speed-talking again? Pause, straighten your spine, release your clenched 

breath, and try elongating each word. When we write, each word has a space between it 

and the next, and each sentence has a period at the end to allow for a breath. This is true 

for speaking as well. Make sure that each word is its own word, not 

asinglesentencethathasnospacetotakeitallin.  

 

Practice your slower speech rate before you ever reach class. Try reciting shopping lists. 

Consider using a speech to type voice recognition software. If you are too fast for your 

computer, you may be too fast for your audience. 

 

If you are prone to this habit, enlist an aide in your class. This friend can subtly give you 

hand cues as to when you need to talk softer or louder, or slow down. Sometimes just 

having an outside perspective can help as we don’t always sound as fast in our own heads 

as we do to our audience. 

 

 Swearing 

In adult-only education especially, I see the normal cues for appropriate speech (i.e. no 

swearing) often fall to the side as a way to connect with an audience, or to punctuate 

speech. This is an approach that may work for some, and put off others. However, some 

of us swear as a nervous habit rather than a specifically and consciously concocted 

choice. If every other word is an expletive, there is a chance your swearing is habitual, 

not just used for emphasis.  

 

Check your mood. Are you swearing because you are sad, angry, or scared? Are you 
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frustrated at a situation? Triggered by a specific incident? Is the swearing serving you or 

your students? If it is about a specific trigger (i.e. you get frustrated when having to talk 

over people), can you construct classroom rules that create a space where that trigger is 

less likely to come up?  

 

Try replacing words. I used to say “fuck” more than I wanted, and moved it to the word 

“frag.” It’s a middle-ground step on a way towards being clearly communicative with the 

world at large. And if you decide you want to quit swearing and it just isn’t working, 

consider the old classics: throw a quarter in a jar every time you swear at home (negative 

reinforcement), or do something nice for yourself if you spend a whole day (or whole 

class) without swearing (positive reinforcement). 

 

 “Sneaky” words 

In The Art of Speaking, we looked at a few sneaky words that slip into speech. For some 

of us, when we get jitters, every other word becomes “ummmm,” “you know,” and other 

such terms. Practice reading books out loud—awareness of only saying what we mean to 

say, rather than the words that sneak in, can be helpful. Be kind to yourself—stretch out 

your jaw, and then literally get yourself out of the “rut” you are in by moving your body 

to a different part of the room or into a new position. Examine your notes, and become 

mindful of the intentional words you want to use. Sometimes, focusing on an ally in the 

room can help focus speech, as long as eye contact with that ally is not to the exclusion of 

the rest of the room. However, if looking at the audience is what is causing the jitters, 

consider focusing your own eyes on a space just above their eyes, or move from person to 

person without fixing contact for too long in any one place. 

 

Physical jitters  

 Flushed or pale 

Some of us turn red just thinking about going on stage before a crowd. Others go pale, 

looking sickly—something that can be challenging for an audience as they worry about 

you and your health instead of listening to what you might have to say. Try going for a 

walk or stretching your body out before teaching to see if getting your blood flowing 

helps. Some find that wearing turtlenecks to cover up a blotchy neck helps, or a scarf that 

is aesthetically appropriate to their wardrobe. Consider the colors you are wearing -- if 

your skin is already red, consider wearing a dark tone, and avoid reds and oranges next to 

your face. Pale individuals may want to avoid white and cream next to the face.  

 

 Overheating 

Instead of just having our skin redden from stress, others of us get physically hot, 

whether we are under stage lights or not. Dress in layers of class- and audience-

appropriate wardrobe so that you can adjust your body temperature as you heat and 

cool—something to consider for everyone if you are in a space where the temperature 

itself might fluctuate. Consider an appropriate tank top or lightweight undershirt, an over 

shirt, and a jacket, vest, or sweater—and practice taking them on and off in front of a 
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mirror. Avoid white shirts if you are prone to heavy sweating, and partially see-through 

tops as they can distract the audience.  

 

Rolling up shirtsleeves can evoke “getting to business” for an audience, as can undoing a 

tie. Look at using these physical motions not just to get more comfortable, but to 

punctuate your speech. Plan through where you will put your clothes as you remove 

them—on the back of a chair, on a nearby hanger—instead of balling them up and tossing 

them on the ground. If this is a persistent issue, consider investing in clothing that wicks 

sweat away from the skin, have a hanky available to wipe your brow (with a smile on the 

face, practicing not “looking” stressed when sweating), or building other systems that can 

create the visual semblance of comfort. 

 

 Shaking 

Trembles, tremors, twitches, and shaking are an opportunity to practice purposeful body 

movement. “Talking with our hands” and gesturing can cover up jittery hands. Moving 

forward and back with purpose between movement zones can obfuscate jumpy legs. 

Avoid holding your notes if you shake as the sound of the paper, combined with a large 

white thing in your hand that is also shaking will emphasize a tremble. Consider standing 

behind a podium, or engage in physical activities combined with your speaking, so that 

the movement of your form fits with the natural plans for the class. Others find that 

breathing through the shaking helps, calming nerves through grounding and centering. 

 

 Reading the paper 

A common form of jitters is to literally stare at our notes. This is done by different jittery 

folks for different reasons. Some presenters have fear around making eye contact. If this 

is the case, consider practicing making passing eye contact with friendly acquaintances in 

advance to get used to eyes catching yours. Others are compensating for having forgotten 

what they said. Brief bullet point notes instead of full paragraphs may be enough to help 

jog the memory without needing to read in front of the room. 

 

Whatever the reason we read the papers before us, there are a few ways to work through 

it. First, drop the paper, or iPad, or whatever it is you have your notes on from in front of 

your face. That way if you choose to stare at it, the paper is not between you and your 

audience, providing a clear path for your voice to travel. And if you are using a digital 

media device, it avoids the chance of it looking like you are researching during class, or 

checking email while teaching.  

 

Look up from time to time. Look only one to two bullet points ahead, and then glance 

again when you get through your memorized points. Use your note cards as a tool to 

gesture with, making them part of your performance. Or consider getting creative with 

technology, such as having a classroom assistant in the back of the room behind the 

audience with your notes on a flip-chart or dry erase board so you can read your notes 

while facing towards the audience instead of looking down. 

 

 Pacing 
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Walking back and forth can be a useful tool in moderation, but constantly pacing can 

make an audience feel stalked, or distract hard of hearing students if you are wearing loud 

shoes. If you are prone to pacing, first of all, move to quieter shoes. Get a stool or chair 

you can sit on from time to time, literally affixing you to one place. Face forwards as 

much as possible when walking, so that your audience can hear you, instead of talking to 

each side wall.  

 

It may just be that your feet want to move. Try clenching and unclenching your toes 

inside your shoes, to give the feet “something to do” when not pacing. Become aware of 

where in the teaching zones you are pacing. Close your eyes for a moment and breathe in, 

become aware of your constant movement, and roll your shoulders back, turn to face the 

room again, and open your eyes with a smile. This can let the room know you are back 

“with them” in the space, rather than looking like you are mentally “running away.” 

 

 Stress eating and drinking 

Especially for those of us who smoke or have oral fixations, when we get stressed, we 

may want to put something in our mouths. The comfort of engaging our mouths can 

soothe, but can be unhealthy for us, whether it is chain smoking pre-class, chewing gum 

while talking, or drinking a gallon of water with no chance to relieve ourselves.  

 

Try smaller amounts. Instead of gulping down water, sip. Get rid of the gum pre-class, to 

avoid “smacking” it nervously during the presentation. Have water in smaller opening 

bottles to avoid spills and guzzling. Look into what is going on behind stress eating. Are 

there messages from childhood around safety and food, or comfort and food that might 

need to be examined? Avoid bringing “loud” food into the room, so that if not eating in 

class is not an option for some reasons, it can at least be quieter—such as drinking a 

smoothie instead of chewing on nuts. 

  

 Lip biting and other facial habits 

Video record yourself when speaking. It is an amazing opportunity to really look at what 

your face does when you speak! Many of us bite our lips, bulge out our eyes, look 

panicked, have our eyebrows leap up, or wrinkle up our brow when we are having a 

stress reaction to presenting. Awareness is the first step towards correcting these facial 

habits. When you catch yourself doing your facial habit, stretch out that facial part to? try 

“wiping” the body memory from doing it again. For example, if you find yourself biting 

your lip, literally turn your face into an open-lipped smile, something that moves your 

lips away from the biting teeth, and stretch the face out; in forehead wrinkling this might 

look like taking your hand and literally smoothing out the forehead. 

 

For some, lip biting (or inside of mouth biting) is a tool for doing a self-injurious 

behavior as a focus tool—causing pain to help keep  them in the now instead of 

dissociating in class. This type of nervous reaction can also take the shape of scratching, 

pinching, or punching ourselves, purposefully wearing painful clothing to stay focused, 

poking bruises, and more extreme reactions as well. If your nervous habit falls in the 

shape of self-injury, consider reading the fascinating and helpful work of Marilee Strong, 

A Bright Red Scream: Self-Mutilation and the Language of Pain.  
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 Messing up demos 

The thing we have done hundreds of times in the privacy of our own homes or play 

spaces can suddenly be challenging in front of an audience in the context of teaching. I 

met a fair share of piercing teachers, for example, who had never had a needle stick—

until they were teaching. This is not just upsetting, but in the case of a needle stick, is 

putting us and our demo partners at risk. 

 

Practice the exact technique within the week or two ahead of time. For those of us who 

have been doing advanced rope work for the past few weeks, it may be very easy to mess 

up a basic bowline because we just have not done the basic step-by-step work in a few 

months. Body memory is not the same as verbal and sharable memory. Refresh this 

verbal memory and capacity to share. Look at whether this kind of demo is something 

you have confidence in. If you have challenges talking while doing, consider explaining 

what you will do, then do the demo without engaging with the audience at all, then 

afterwards talk and answer questions, 

 

If you do mess up a demo, there are a few things to consider. The first is that the audience 

does not always know you messed up. They may think you meant to do that. In some 

cases, it may be appropriate to let them keep thinking that. Or, consider using it as a 

teaching moment. If you do get a needle stick, this is a chance to show what to do if you 

have a needle stick! Stay calm, keep professional, and verbally explain what just 

happened, what your response was, and what students can do if they have something like 

this come up. If the error has caused harm to any sort to a demo assistant, or ourselves, 

taking care of the health and safety concerns first, then afterwards explaining it all to your 

students, is the correct order. We demonstrate not only techniques in our classes, but 

ethical and energetic structures, and showing human care might be the valuable lesson 

students needed to walk away with today. 

 

Mental jitters  

 Seven Sins of Memory. 

In his book The Seven Sins of Memory: How the Mind Forgets and Remembers, Daniel L. 

Schacter examines some of our major memory challenges as humans. Instead of reacting 

with anger to these brain challenges, we can respond with grace, calmness, humor, or 

other emotions that might actually serve us and our students. 

 

o Transience 

Information from a specific memory or point of information can deteriorate over 

time. Things that happened recently can often be remembered with more accuracy 

and detail than things that happened long ago. In a teaching context, looking at 

information, refreshing our knowledge, or having experiences related to the topic 

we are teaching soon beforehand can reduce transience of memory. We can also 

double check ourselves on whether we remember all of the details we should be 

passing onto students, instead of glossing over material that might be of vital 
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importance. 

 

o Absentmindedness 

Information might become memory, but it isn’t always pulled up when we want to 

remember it. Forgetting where we left our notes, even if we had them moments 

before, can be frustrating. For some folks, they can recall trivial information if it 

is linked with a specific time (“Thirty minutes into class I will…”), while others 

find it more helpful to create associations with other actions (“After I show the 

first demo I will talk about…”).  

 

Consider as well creating rote patterns or specific scripts—always passing out 

your handouts at the same time during each class can help you from forgetting to 

pass out handouts, or always leaving our notes in the same place. In the case of 

“planning on getting back to that later,” leave yourself notes. Not just ones that 

say “med.,” which might have made sense in the short term, but 45 minutes later 

make no sense when we try to recall from the reminder to talk about “meditation.” 

 

o Blocking 

Also known as “tip of the tongue phenomenon,” blocking comes about when we 

have a temporary inability to access stored information. We try to access a name, 

for example, but all we remember is where the person before us is from, what 

their hobbies are, and how long we have known them. The name seems nowhere 

to be found. On key concepts that must be accessed in class, have secondary ways 

to reference or describe concepts—if we cannot remember the word “taka-

takote,” perhaps we can say “Japanese box tie” or “the classic over-arm wrapping 

bondage tie that catches the hands first then restricts side-to-side movement.” 

Having alternate descriptors not only makes us less likely to look unprepared or 

forgetful, but also helps anchor words through having alternate reference points 

for proper names and nouns especially. 

 

o Misattribution 

We sometimes correctly recall information, but incorrectly recall the source of the 

information. This can vary from misquoting friends or authors, placing an event in 

a different city than where it took place, or accidentally telling someone else’s 

story as if they happened to us (honestly believing they did). If we have key 

stories or academic facts that need to be passed on correctly, put the names of the 

study authors, or the city it took place in, or the players involved, on your notes. 

When we realize we misattributed, let that be known before people take your 

version for fact and pass it on the way you shared it. This is especially important 

when passing on oral history in our communities, lest someone get a reputation of 

a specific piece of information that never happened, or happened very differently 

than the tale that was told. 

 

o Suggestibility 

Instead of just misquoting or incorrectly citing a point of information, 

suggestibility is when we combine unrelated, random, or mentioned in passing 
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comments with the actual information—and our brain thinks it is all one and the 

same. For example, instead of saying, “John likes latex clothing,” a true 

statement, we happened to have overheard recently about another person who 

likes latex so much that they have a debilitating paraphilia… and when we next 

talk about John we say, “John has a debilitating paraphilia for latex,” which is not 

true. We blended a memory with an overheard comment, or two points of 

memory. Suggestibility can also come up when moving from conversation into 

teaching. If we were talking with someone who has a specific patter or rhythm, 

we might find ourselves taking on their patter or rhythm unconsciously, into our 

classroom, due to the blending of truth (our natural teaching style) with unrelated 

information (their jokes), and have it affect our classroom. 

 

o Bias 

It is said that “new information leads to new decisions,” but bias takes this a step 

further and states that “new information leads to new memories.” If we have been 

studying gender theory, we might look back on our childhoods and say we were 

“precocious genderqueer youths,” when back then we would have never seen 

ourselves in that light, or used that terminology. We might look back on a period 

of our lives with fondness, when back then we perceived the experience as 

miserable, and are shocked to read our journals from those earlier times—even 

though we lived them! What we saw two days ago as a romantic evening, can be 

changed dramatically in interpretation if we find out our partner only took us out 

to dinner because they were cheating on us. Was it not a romantic evening? Was 

the memory “corrected” with new information, or simply “reinterpreted?” It is 

important as educators to double check what filters and biases our information is 

being passed through, and how it might affect our students’ experiences. 

 

o Persistence 

Some information stays at the top of our mind, and interferes with recalling other 

information we desire. The hot scene we had last night might be on replay, 

making it hard to stay on task in our presentation. A demo that went wrong last 

time we taught this class might have us “stuck” on worrying if we can do the class 

ever again. Consider having notes that walk through the whole class step by 

step—if you are still in fantasy land, you can stop every minute or so and look at 

the course layout. Try venting the story before class, talk it out, and get it out of 

your head. Acknowledge the memory, thank it for its lessons, bear witness to it, 

but emotionally detach from any “meaning” it may or may not have. Consider 

sharing the story in your head as a teaching tale if it applies, instead of avoiding 

the elephant in your own brain. Breathe, ground, focus, and actively anchor what 

you do want to talk about “above” the persistent memory in your mind.  

 

 Misplacing props 

Sometimes our jitters cause us to forget stuff at home instead of bringing it to class. Make 

packing lists for each class, and look at them when you pack for the event. Other times 

we misplace props in the class itself. Having a classroom assistant who can keep track of 

things for us, or developing a consistent system of where to put our props each time, 
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including a ritual for how we lay out our tool each time, can help. If we loan out our 

equipment to students, letting them know how to return it *before* they receive the 

equipment, then stating again at the end how to return the equipment, then having 

someone at the door to confirm that folks returned equipment, can help make sure that 

props all come back to their owner instead of accidentally being walked off with by 

students who forgot they had borrowed them. 

 

 Silence 

You go to talk and… nothing. Nothing is coming out. No words, no sound, nothing. 

 

Stop and breathe. Close your eyes, straighten up your spine, and walk through the 

physical relaxation exercises mentioned before. Look at your notes, hold up a finger to let 

your audience know you’ll be with them in a moment, and purposefully put a small grin 

on your face. Find the center of your strength, and try again. This happens once in a blue 

moon, and it’s okay.  

 

 Self-doubt 

We all have it from time to time. Doubt as to whether we can speak, whether we know 

our topic, whether we have the capacity to speak to a specific audience. I have found 

keeping a few of these ideas in mind has helped me restore my confidence and shake 

some of my self-doubt: 

o My audience wants to hear what I say.  

So what if I don’t know as much as someone else? I know something, I have a 

voice to share, and my audience is here because they chose to hear about this 

topic, and to hear it from me, in my style and voice. Invariably I will be more 

critical of my own work than my audience is. 

 

o My audience will get something from this. 

Even in the most frustrating of situations, with an Over-sharer and a Know-it-all 

trying to speak up and having messed up my demo, my audience will learn 

something from me. They will see how to have grace in tough situations, they will 

hear a new point of information—they will take something away from this. I 

cannot control exactly what they will take away from the class, as each person 

comes to my class from their own perspective and story, but they will get 

something from what I share. I don’t have to be perfect to do this, or please 

everyone. I just have to show up, fully, in authenticity and with good information 

to share, and they will go home with something. 

 

o We have the capacity for greatness. 

Instead of being worried about potential negative outcomes that could happen, I 

hold a space open for the possibility of succeeding beyond my wildest dreams. 

Fear will not aid in my success, or the success of my students. And it’s not all 

about my greatness! It’s about our collaborative greatness, my students and I 

together weaving an experience that cannot and will not ever be identical. This is 

a one of a kind experience based on everyone in the room, and by acknowledging 

that I am a part of this equation, not the entirety of it, I can let go of some of my 
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obsession with outcome and instead let the class evolve—a blending between the 

work and planning I did, and the minds before me hungry to engage. Over-

preparing and going through every single educational outcome “what if” does not 

always serve my students’ learning. If something “negative” happened, I have the 

capacity to reframe it into a teaching opportunity. 

 

o I am teaching for my own reasons. 

Checking in with myself about my motivations for being there can help me clarify 

the mental space I need to be in, and aide in alleviating self-doubt. If I am here to 

help my students learn, I can let go of the script and find what will help these 

students. If I am here to engage and connect, I can find the voice to be personally 

revealing and expose my heart. Read the next chapter on Fair Energetic Exchange 

to look at why you are teaching, and with that place of rootedness, you can come 

to your presenting with more awareness. 

 

o It may not be about me. 

My students’ behavior is about their experience, and oftentimes has nothing to do 

with me. A student leaving my class may be because their phone rang, they had to 

use the restroom, or they had a date. A scrunched up facial expression from an 

audience member may be because of their own memory or thoughts, not because I 

did something inherently wrong. Jumping to worse-case scenarios does not serve 

me or my students. 

 

o I don’t have to do it all. 

Okay, so I had planned on teaching six types of cane strokes, and I only covered 

four. First, no one but me knew we were going to cover all six. Second, covering 

fewer things well will stay with students longer than more things poorly. And 

thirdly, these students will likely have a chance to learn more in the future—and 

coming back for more having gotten to put the basics into practice makes for 

more engaged students. 

 

Breathing and Body Relaxation Techniques 

The concept of “breathing” keeps coming up because breath is a powerful tool for presenting 

passionately. We can use fast breath to ramp up excitement, slow breath to calm us down. We 

can let out a long breath to emphasize a point, or slowly draw in a breath to reinvigorate our 

certainty. 

In the context of nerves and jitters, one powerful breathing technique is progressive body 

relaxation. Having shaken your body out (or not, if trying to be subtle in front of class), tense up 

or clench the muscles of your foot. Hold, hold hold… and release. Now clench up your calves… 

hold, hold, hold… and release. As you clench, breathe in through your nose, as you hold, hold, 

hold your breath (or keep breathing in, try both, see how each works for you!), and then release 

your breath in a long slow flow as you release the muscle. Repeat this with your thighs, then 
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your rear end, then torso, then shoulders, then neck… and then one last (optional, again, try 

both), of the whole body… hold, hold, hold… and release! 

Another helpful breathing and body technique is a pair of concepts known as grounding and 

centering. Grounding is a visualization tool where we anchor ourselves into the power of the 

earth, or concept of power within the solidness of our being, and in that “grounding” find the 

capacity to pull upon additional energy without being manic. Grounding begins with closing our 

eyes (or unfocusing our eyes if in front of a room), and feeling the bubble of our energetic bodies 

around us. This is also known as our “personal space bubble,” that area around us where if 

someone gets too close we can feel them. Sometimes our bubbles are really big and other times 

folks can get up close and we have no space concerns. 

Once we have felt our bubbles, we can feel our physical bodies as well. Our physical bodies, and 

these energetic bodies/bubbles, are part of each other and interact with each other. Grounding is 

about taking this energetic body and literally shifting its shape into one that anchors you down 

into the core of the earth. With your eyes unfocused or closed, imagine your energetic feet sink 

deeper and deeper down, growing roots like a tree to pull up the sustenance from the area. With 

each breath out, feel your roots grow deeper and deeper, the iron of your blood connecting to the 

pulsing core of the molten iron of the earth. Does the area not feel good to do that in? Perhaps 

you don’t feel safe or happy here? Try taking your energetic body and growing roots into a 

happy memory, or the lightness of your being, a specific body of water, or visualizing “tapping 

into the juice” of the energy in the room (literally the energy grid, or the excitement in a room). 

Different people can ground into different things.  

Once you feel the strength you need, only taking what you need and what will be healthy for you 

(not all energy feels or tastes good to everyone), focus/open your eyes again and feel that sense 

of certainty in your being. This might not be a feeling; it could be a visual experience, or smell, 

or taste, or a sense of another sort. If you ground into someplace you don’t want to feel 

emotionally attached to, at the end of the class pull those roots out of whatever you grounded 

into, thank the space for its strength, and “shake off” anything you don’t want to take with you, 

as it were. 

Centering is finding a sense of calm, the center of the hurricane, the core of our personal power, 

once we have grounded. Breathe in-in-in-in for a four-count, hold for a four-count, slowly 

release for a four-count, and hold again for a four-count. Having established this rhythm, breathe 

in this manner as you first feel your physical body, then your energetic body, then slowly feel 

into yourself (or perhaps above yourself… or to wherever you actually are—who knows, you 

might be far away!). Try using this four-by-four breath to go further and further into wherever 

the core of you is, and find that silent wisdom you hold. The voice that whispers our power and 

possibility in the night when our monkey-minds are quiet for a moment; that voice that knows 

our passions and truth and greatness. Hear its beauty and find there in the center a stillness. 
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If in trying to center you instead hear your inner critic, consider where you are at emotionally 

right now. Many cannot center if their lives or minds are in a place of pain or chaos, of if they 

are rooted into a place of self-doubt. Look at your overall mental and emotional health, and see if 

that is affecting the way you move and appear in the world. 

A fourth body system for relaxation or focus is the use of physical focus items. This can be a 

“lucky pair of underwear,” or holding onto a pen that we can push our stress into, or a necklace 

that we can fidget with if we need to remember something. Physical focus items are a great tool, 

as long as they do not become a necessity, a fetish object that we are incapable of presenting 

without. Does it need to be that specific necklace you fidget with, or will any small thing you can 

roll around in your hand do? For some people investing in a specific object is what will serve 

them, in which case mind and care for your focus items. But for most of us, just having a stress 

ball to squeeze, or putting on a tight pair of boots that can hold us upright just like we want our 

message to be, is enough. 

 

Eloquent Endings 

So you’ve set the vibe of the room, given your presentation, been aware of your voice and 

movement, and processed beyond your jitters. Now you get to wrap it up and send them home. 

There are many different closure styles. What will be yours? 

 Recap. 

Go back over the key and salient points. What overarching concepts do they need to go 

home with? Restate them for the room, emphasizing the major points of each one. 

 

 Review. 

Instead of you telling the room what the key and salient points were, make them bring the 

points to you. Ask the room what the major concepts were, and fill in with the pieces they 

forgot or did not get the first time around. 

 

 Summarize. 

Instead of going over all the major points of the class, an ending might instead feature a 

short summary of the overarching point of the entire class. 

 

 Quiz. 

A literal test, with pens and paper, or a physical skills quiz of making the attendees do 

each of the major techniques shown can be a useful way to anchor in each technique one 

more time. 

 

 Application 

You’ve given them a stack of ideas, now make the class apply the concepts. If it was a 

physical technique class, instead of just a quiz or drill, encourage the students not just to 
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do the technique, but to apply it creatively. In a theory class, this might be asking them to 

come with examples of how they might use each concept in their lives at large  

 

 Taking questions 

Another closing format is to have a question and answer session as the wrap-up. This is 

usually best done with a final recap, uplifting ending, etc. if there is a desire to have a 

cohesiveness of beginning and ending with the presenter instead of student thoughts. 

When doing Q&A sessions, consider having tools for non-vocal students, such as index 

cards that can be passed forward, or a way for students to ask questions that only apply to 

their unique case after class. 

 

 Giving homework or take-home material 

Is there an assignment students can do after class to put lessons into action? What will the 

turning-in and assessment/grading system be? Perhaps you have a list of places to go 

from here, or a multi-page resource document/handout that they might read after class? 

What might you use as homework or take-home? 

 

 Sharing resources/brain share 

Instead of the presenter sharing resources and homework in a didactic manner, there is 

also the option of opening up the room to share resources, ideas, and concepts among 

each other. Transitioning into a facilitated discussion and idea-sharing session can help 

enable special interest groups and private gatherings to continue on from a single class 

experience as well. 

 

 Mirroring the opening 

If you opened with a story, consider closing with a story. Did you start with a whispered 

idea? Then end on the whisper. The mirror approach can create a nice sense of continuity 

for some students. 

 

 Uplifting ending 

This might be a charge to go out and change the world, or a loving example of how your 

relationship system was put into effect by others. Perhaps you have a rousing story from 

your own life that will inspire others to greatness, or one last fun and exciting demo to 

leave the room tantalized and wanting to try it themselves. Leaving students energized 

can make them want to come back for more about the topic—and for more work from 

you. 

Whatever system for closing we use, consider having the closing concept in hand when you start 

the class. What does the rollercoaster ride of your class feel like? Does it end on the high note it 

began on, or does it need to? What feeling do you want students to have when they leave the 

room? Script the class to evoke the emotion you desire by the end. 

 

Part of wrapping up our presentations with style is to leave them hungry for more, but not bitter 

that they did not get enough. How will you walk that line? Do your students feel over-filled, or 
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burned out? Did you try to cram in too much information? Instead of trying to get it all in, get a 

bunch in, enough that they feel happy and confident for the time and that their funds were well 

spent, but looking forward to part two. I tend to leave teasers such as, “Gosh, I wish we had more 

time, I could talk about X for another few hours.” Folks will ask you the next year to talk for 

another few on X. It really works, and is a great way to build repeat clients and teaching 

opportunities. 

As a part of this hook, at the end of the class, also make sure to provide an opportunity to find 

out more from you. Do you have a mailing list sign-up, a stack of business cards? Even writing 

your email address up on the board can help students connect more with you in the future. Some 

instructors pass out their lists earlier on, and this is a valid choice for “known” names—but at the 

end of the class folks who have never heard of you before might want to now keep in touch. 

Part of keeping in touch is also about becoming a better presenter. By providing opportunities for 

students to give constructive criticism and share their ideas, whether through surveys, email 

discussions, class forums or other tools, we can learn more about making our work even better 

next time. The “number” scales are not always enough… what does a four out of five really 

mean to them? Instead consider asking what their favorite parts were, what they took away from 

the class, what they wished there had been more of, and other questions that ask deeper 

information than “Was it okay?” Because at the end of the day, we each deserve to be more than 

okay. We, and our students, deserve the most excellent educators we can be. They deserve 

greatness, we deserve greatness, and the world deserves our greatness as a way to make that 

world a better place. By investing in our passions and bringing them to the forefront, we can let 

our passions be taken on by others, inspire others, and touch their lives. Being passionate is not 

enough. Having a style is not enough. Understanding our audience is not enough. Having an 

awareness of speaking skills is not enough. 

We have the opportunity to have all of these and more, and in doing so become more adept at 

getting our passions out of our heads and into the heads of others.  

  


