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Four Steps to Improve Communication!

TKNOW YOUR TOPIC
The ýrst thing you must do to communicate clearly is understand the topic 
on which youôll be speaking.  If itôs a topic of your own choosing, accept that 
you are an ñexpertò on it. If itôs a topic given to you, make sure you research 
enough of the information to be able to speak comfortably.  

If you donôt believe what youôre saying is of value and you donôt ýnd it inter-
esting, no body else will.

Make sure youôre factual when citing numbers.  When quoting, give credit.  
Statistics require a source.  If your listener doesn’t believe you, you have noth-
ing.

Topics are abundant: 
•	 Things you’ve seen
•	 Things you’re heard
•	 Things you’ve done
•	 Things you feel or believe

Once you get the topic, a great way to start to put together the talk is to look 
at yourself as a reporter.  Make sure you can answer the ýve Wôs (Who, What, 
Where, When, Why).  From there, expand.  Fill in the gaps.

Other questions to ask yourself:
•	 Why do you like that topic?  
•	 What did you learn from it?  
•	 How can you show others its value?  

From these questions, come details.

“W
ri

te
 a

bo
ut

 y
ou

r 
fe

el
in

gs
, n

ot
 t

he
 t

hi
ng

s 
yo

u 
ne

ve
r 

di
d.

”
~

 H
ar

ry
 C

ha
pi

n 
(s

in
ge

r 
& 

so
ng

wr
it

er
)

Please note:
This manual is distributed freely.  Feel free to make copies, provided all pages are used and 
credit applied.  In exchange, please consider me for future endeavors.  In addition, you can make 
a donation of any amount to the Ruth Marcus Memorial Scholarship for aspiring writers.  You 
can find out more from the Humboldt Area Foundation or mail a check referencing the above to 
Alexandra Reid, Donor Services Coordinator, Humboldt Area Foundation 373 Indianola Road 
Bayside, CA 95524 • 707.442.2993 • http://www.hafoundation.org/

If you wish to know more about Ruth Marcus, please go to: http://www.thinspiration.com/newsletterfeb2000.htm
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How to put it into action...TKNOW YOUR TOPIC

1.	 What is the one thing you want your audience to 
know when they walk away from your presentation?

2.	 What is a story or proverb that relates to this one 
point? 

3.	 What are three most important points in your talk?

a.	

b.	  

c.	  

4. What are the beneþts from this talk?

a.	

b.	  

c.	

5.	 What facts will back those up?
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Four Steps to Improve Communication!

AClose in hand with choosing a topic is knowing to whom youôll be speaking.  
We speak differently to our friends and families than we do to professional 
associates.  Although the delivery must be real and honest; it must take into 
consideration the receiver.  

Although communication is a two way process, the reality is the reception is more 
important than the transmission. The person delivering the message already knows the 
message; that knowledge must be received correctly to have impact.

Some things to find out about your audience:
• Age & Gender   •	 Beliefs
• Audience size   •	 Layout of the room

Obviously, delivery to a small group of teenagers would be done differently 
than to a large group of conservative business people. However, everyone has 
in common the desire to enjoy a speech. 

ñPeople buy what they want, not what they need.ò  In other words, your ef-
fectiveness will be improved if you speak to the emotions of the audience but 
back it by logic, not the other way around.  If they donôt identify (which is not 
necessarily the same as ñagreeò) with you, they wonôt listen to you.  Connect 
with your audience.

For logistical reasons, one needs to be aware of the size of the room and the 
way the chairs are arranged.  

KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE
“M

er
e 

m
or

ta
ls

 d
ie 

bu
t 

on
ce

; a
 s

pe
ak

er
 c

an
 d

ie 
a 

th
ou

sa
nd

 t
im

es
.”

 
~

 S
co

tt
 M

ar
cu

s

Work with staff to arrange the room. Inspect the room in advance.  Ask if you 
can talk to some people who will be attending to see what they expect.  But, 
most important, remember you are working for the person who hired you, not 
the audience. Itôs great when the two coincide but thatôs not always the case.

Understand that no matter what the composition and size of the audience, ýrst 
and foremost, they are ñon your side.ò  Nobody attends a presentation, work-
shop, or speech hoping the person speaking will make mistakes.  Although you 
might be uncomfortable in front of a room, you are probably more critical of 
yourself than anyone in the audience is of you.

Two samples of room layout:

Room arranged 
for presentation

Room arranged 
for discussion
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How to put it into action...A...YOUR AUDIENCE

1.	 Who is your audience?

2.	 What is the objective of the meeting where you will 
be doing your presentation?

3.	 Why will your audience be better by knowing your 
information?

4.	 What does the meeting planner want from this?

5.	 How will you know if you impacted your audience?
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Four Steps to Improve Communication!

LLIVE IT!
There is nothing more boring than listening to somebody drone on 
with a long series of charts and numbers.  No matter how important 
the information and no matter how much the audience wants to know 
it, entertainment is vital.  Don’t try to become a comedian if you’re not 
naturally funny, nor try and show how much you’ve invested in your 
thesaurus. Your voice has variety.  Pacing is a spice.  Body language 
communicates more than words.   Communication is rich and exciting, 
use as many aspects of it as you can. 

Some tips in presenting:
Enthusiasm.

Energy is contagious.  Your intent is to transfer information or be-
lief from you to your recipient.  It flows better when there’s more 
energy. Make it appropriate.  When excited, be excited.  When 
somber, slow down. 

Adjectives & Adverbs.	
Get involved with “AA.”  Draw images in your listeners heads. 
Change a sentence into a painting.  Don’t get too wrapped up in 
making sure the description is 100% accurate (unless that’s part 
of what the audience needs to know).  Add color, sound.  Notice 
the “little things” and add them in.

Variety.
Vary your tonal quality, stance, volume, choice of words, and 
even sentence structure.  Repetition causes “tune outs.” Variety 
is the spice of speech also.

Emotion.
We are more than logic.  We possess a wide, wondrous, depth of 
feelings, as real as any other part of us.  Deliverance of fact after 
fact after tiresome fact is connecting with only half your audience.  
After expressing strong emotions, give your listener a moment 
to let it sink in.  You’ve flavored the soup, it tastes better after it 
simmers.

Natural.
Your talk must be delivered in a fashion that “sounds like you’re 
talking.” Use the whole room.  Move your hands.  Look at people.  
Smile.  

Interject stories whenever possible.  Use stories from you own life or 
others to illustrate a point.  They don’t need to be long and involved.  
Remember, “don’t let a the facts get in the way of a good story.” People 
will remember the message far greater when it’s coupled with mental 
pictures.
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Don’t “deliver a speech,” just  “talk with style.”
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How to put it into action...LLIVE THE TALK!

1.	 What do you bring to this presentation that makes 
you unique?

2.	 What is a story you can use to illustrate your main 
point?

3.	 Write your opening sentence and your closing thought 
on index cards. - Make sure you have the main con-
cepts memorized.

4.	 List a prop and/or visual aid you can use to make 
the presentation more “real”.

5.	 How will the room’s set up allow you to be more in-
volved with the audience?

6.	 Where is an opportunity in your talk to get the audi-
ence involved in an activity?
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Four Steps to Improve Communication!

KKEEP THE MAIN THING 
THE MAIN THING
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Your focus needs always to remain on your objective!  

Figure out what ONE point you want to convey (certainly NEVER more than 
three).  Make sure that is clearly, concisely, (and cleverly) stated enough times 
to get the message through.  Stay on task and remember the sub points are all 
being used to illustrate the main point.  They get less attention.

“Repetition Builds Reputation. 
	 Repetition Builds Reputation. 
		  Repetition Builds Reputation.”

Use ñmemory toolsò to help reinforce the message (dare I say it, such as the 
acronym ñTALKò).  

Stories illustrate a point, so will props. I always try and leave a ñtake homeò 
card. Make sure that with regards to whatever you use, you can explain how it 
builds on the main point of the presentation.  

Organize What You Want to Say
It needs to have three major components:

Beginning Body	 Conclusion
You donôt want to memorize because that takes the spontaneity out of your 
talk and you become dull.  Nonetheless, you want to know the beginning and 
conclusion extremely well so you can emphasize the point. As a general rule of 
thumb, the introduction and conclusion need to each be about 10%, the body 
80%.

When I prepare a talk, I write on the top of a piece of paper:

To you, it might seem like youôre overusing your theme.  To 
the audience, itôs ñnew stuff.ò  They might not understand it as well as 
you.  (Remember, youôre their ñexpert.ò)

Thereôs an expression that says ñTell óem what youôre going to tell óem.  Tell 
óem.  Then tell óem what you told óem.ò  Vary the manner in which you say it 
but repeat it often.

“What do I want my audience to come away with?”
I write up to three objectives. I then write,

“How will I accomplish these objectives?”
I write three methods. Finally, I write down a 

concluding story that ties to the opening.  From 
there, I “fill in the blanks.”

Sample from my notebook
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How to put it into action...KKEEP THE MAIN THING ...

1.	 How does your opening tell your audience what to 
expect?

2.	 How does the body of the presentation back up what 
you said in the opening?

3.	 How does your conclusion recap the body?

4.	 What call to action will you be asking them to do?

5.	 What is your “leave-behind” item?
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Four Steps to Improve Communication!

CONDUCTING MEETINGS
Five

Although not necessarily part of speaking in public, 
there will be times where you are in charge of a meet-
ing.  Poor management of a meeting could cause your 
message to get lost.  

Arrange the room for the audience size
Have the appropriate number of chairs.  Too many chairs cause people to feel “lost in a 
cave” and wonder, “Why didn’t others show up?  What do they know that I don’t?” 
Conversely, not having enough empty chairs forces people to sit next to each other 
when they might not necessarily desire to do so.  They will feel uncomfortable and not 
want to attend future conferences.  In addition, they could also get distracted due to lack 
of personal space and not hear your message.
Try to have about 30-40% “extra” seating.  (e.g. 100 people would need 130-140 chairs)  
It makes for a filled room, but still allows attendees to choose their own seat.
There is a natural tendency to sit in the back.  If the room is “chaired” correctly, the 
spaces will eventually fill.  If not, ask people to move forward.  Do NOT ask them to fill 
every seat unless there is no option. (Some people put masking tape across the last few 
rows to force the audience forward.)

Use an agenda
Have the agenda prepared and distributed in advance (if possible) so attendees will 
know the topic(s) and can come prepared.
List the topic and time allotted.  You can always change the allotted time but without re-
strictions, topics can go on “forever” and meetings will go long, causing resentment and 
distraction. Few people really enjoy meetings; the reality is most find them to be a waste 
of their time and attend begrudging.  “Enforcing” time limits makes the meeting produc-
tive as the attendees realize you are aware of their other commitments and will be more 
involved, knowing they will leave on time.

Start on time!
Do not wait for “those who are late.”  It is disrespectful to the people who arranged their 
schedule to be punctual.  Conversely, end on time.  If you planned the meeting, you 
made a promise to those in attendance to be there for a set amount of time, not more.  
Honor your promise.

Reflect, Rephrase, Redirect (The 3 R’s)
If the meeting is the type where you might be asked questions, repeat the question to 
make sure you understand it and so others can hear it. Make sure you correctly under-
stand the question before answering.  Confirm that your answer was appropriate after 
delivering it.  
NEVER, EVER disrespect a question or questioner.  Even if the question is inappro-
priate, try and understand what motivated it and answer that motivation (after re-
phrasing it).  If it’s completely “off base,” redirect the person; ask them to reword it so 
you understand how it fits in the topic - or ask them to talk to you after the meeting.

Encourage discussion
If you are serving as a facilitator or moderator, try and get people to talk to each other 
and comment on past exchanges.  Try and tie all questions to previous questioners.  It 
helps others understand and develops ties between those in attendance, enhancing the 
possibility for return attendance.
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How to put it into action...

NOTES




