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Speak Like A Pro

IWILL NEVER FORGET THE FIRST TIME . . . I was asked 

to speak in front of an audience—I was extremely 

nervous. The fact that the audience was made up 

of thirteen-year-olds made it even more frightening.   

As the successful founder of a chain of retail stores 

before I turned 25 years-old, I was targeted by the 

principal of a nearby middle school to be the key-

note speaker at career day. I wanted to say no—and I 

think I did—but she twisted my arm and eventually I 

agreed to speak for twenty minutes about the benefits 

of being your own boss. The principal assured me 

there was nothing to fear, and the kids were interested 

to hear what I had to say . . . she lied. 

 

There actually was plenty to fear. Facing an audito-

rium full of teenagers to talk about a topic that could 

be very boring was a very scary proposition. As I 

prepared for my first public speaking experience I was 

freaking out. There were countless ways this thing 

could go south (and I was imagining every single one 

of them.) When I arrived at the school the day of my 

speech the first thing I did was make sure I knew 

where the closest exit to the stage was—just in case. 

 

I wish I could tell you everything went well. At least I 

didn’t bolt for the door when the kid’s began to turn 

on me. I held my ground and won the them over by 

People don’t care 

how much you know  

until they know 

how much you care 

. . . about them. Tell 

them early and often 

how what you have to 

say benefits them.
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When you realize 

your talk isn’t about 

you—it’s about how 

you help the people 

in the audience—

your change in focus 

will make a world of 

difference when it 

comes time to take 

the stage.

the end of the assembly—thank goodness. In fact, the 

principal said I was the best presenter they had ever 

had. I found that shocking. She also mentioned I was 

the only guest speaker who didn’t head for the exits in 

the middle of the program.  

 

It’s been twenty years since that first and fateful speak-

ing experience at Challenger Middle School. Today, I 

am a professional speaker with over 1,200 speeches 

(900 paid) under my belt and a track record of suc-

cess that includes keynote talks in front of audiences 

as large as 7,500, and as small as 5 (far more frighten-

ing). I also spent four years traveling the country as 

one of the lead trainers for SkillPath Seminars.  

 

I finally feel it’s time to share some of the secrets to 

giving a great speech—including the keys to being 

comfortable on a stage, behind a mic, and in front of 

a live audience. This mini book contains everything 

you need to know to become an engaging and effec-

tive speaker— a pro’s pro. It’s my hope your next talk 

(and every one thereafter) earns you a standing ova-

tion—and that no group ever turns on you like those 

teenagers did on me back in 1988.          

THE A- Z GUIDE TO SPEAKING
I’ve heard it said that some people are 

born public speakers. Sure, there are natu-
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rally gifted communicators who feel com-

fortable in front of an audience, but most 

polished presenters became that way with 

training and time—by giving talk after talk 

after talk. So, if the first trait (being born 

with nerves of steal and the gift of gab) 

isn’t you, or you don’t have the time or pa-

tience (or desire) to give hundreds of talks 

in order to speak like a pro, then this work-

book is for you. This is your A to Z shortcut 

to speaking success.    

ATTIRE

This is one time when you can’t be overdressed. The 

rule of thumb for the speaker is he or she should be 

better dressed than the audience. You are the star 

and you should look like one. Another reason to 

dress for success is the better you look, the better you 

feel—and confidence is something every speaker can 

use more of. In addition to dressing your best (think: 

classy) you want to be comfortable. Dark colored suits 

are best because in addition to making you look thin-

ner, they also hide stains. Not to freak you out, but 

everyone will be staring at you and it’s important you 

pay attention to details like making sure your shoes 

are shined (and you have zipped your fly). Bring along 

a mirror, grooming supplies, stain remover, and an 

Always write your 

own introduction 

and bring it with you. 

Otherwise, you will 

be surprised to hear 

what you’ve done and 

didn’t do—not men-

tion the new pro-

nounciation of your 

name.
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extra shirt, just in case. 

AUDIENCE

The more you know about your audience the better. 

Never assume. On the Jeffersons, George Jefferson 

was asked to speak to a group of small businessmen. 

He didn’t realize until he arrived that he was speak-

ing to businessmen who were short in stature. Ask 

as many questions as possible to learn who they are 

(men or women), where they are from, what they do, 

what they want/need, and what they expect from your 

presentation. Other things you may want to inquire 

about include knowing what they will be doing just 

before and after your talk—and the even the night be-

fore. Most professional speakers work closely with the 

meeting planner and use an audience questionnaire to 

gather information about the attendees. 

BODY LANGUAGE

It sounds so simple, but remembering to smile is as 

important when speaking as what you do with your 

hands—don’t clasp them behind your back, put them 

in your pockets, or hold onto the lectern for dear life, 

in case you were wondering. (By having your hands 

out you have greater stage presence.) First impressions 

are so important, so when you stride on stage stand 

tall and exude confidence. Once you begin, don’t 

pace, but move around to emphasize a point and of-

fer visual variety. Avoid pointing directly at the audi-

ence,  open hand gestures are much better. (Palms up 

insrtead of pointing is the same theory as saying “we” 

Don’t drink ice-cold 

water before you 

speak because it can 

constrict your vocal 

chords. (Warm tea 

with lemon is the pre-

ferred drink among 

professional speak-

ers.
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instead of “you” when giving advice—it’s less preachy.)

BREVITY

A teacher asked her students to sum up Socrates’ life 

in four lines. One young girl said: [1] Socrates lived 

long ago. [2] He was very smart. [3] Socrates gave 

very long speeches. [4] His friends poisoned him. 

Moral: The shorter your talk, the better. The audience 

(usually) doesn’t want or need to know everything. 

Make your point and back it up with facts, figures, ex-

amples, stories, and photographs—leave them want-

ing more. Make it easy for the audience to “get it”. If 

you are stuck with a lot of information, break it down 

into smaller segments, and make it easy for the audi-

ence to follow along (“The Seven Habits of . . .”) No 

matter what, don’t be boring!

CLOSINGS

People generally remember the first and last things 

they hear. This is your last chance to make sure they 

remember your main message. To make sure you 

make a lasting impression use a powerful story to 

reiterate the main point. Try turning your recap and 

review into a quiz or game to see if they can recall 

what they learned. Some presentations end with a call 

for action or commitment. Shock them with a state-

ment that makes them WANT to do what you told 

them to do. Other presentations begin be pointing 

out a problem. By all means offer the solution and/or 

some sort of resolution at the end. Tie your closing 

in with your opening if possible. If you want a stand-

You will always be 

a little apprehen-

sive when speaking 

in public—it’s only 

natural—but you can 

turn that fear into 

excitement when you 

know you have prac-

ticed, prepared, and 

are passionate about 

the message.
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ing ovation, the ending is your time to shine—many 

speakers open with humor but close with a powerful 

and compelling story. 

COMPUTER/POWERPOINT

Technology is both a blessing and a curse when it 

comes to presentations. If you really want to see a 

speaker freak out (professional or otherwise) render 

their laptop inoperable just before they take the stage. 

Laptops are a lot like motorcyclists—there are those 

that have crashed and those that will. Usually it hap-

pens at the worst possible time. (Have back-ups of 

your backups for everything—especially your pre-

sentation.) But . . . being able to show and tell what 

you mean by displaying your key points along with 

photographs, video, and more is awesome—and very 

effective. In the right hands Powerpoint is perfect (it 

supports your talk and helps you make your point). 

In the wrong hands it’s a distracting mess with typos 

so large they are impossible to miss. Technology is 

a tool, not your talk. You don’t want people reading 

your slides (there should be no more than 5 points 

and three fonts per “page”.) Use your own laptop so 

you know it inside and out, and use your own remote 

to advance slides. Call ahead and arrive early to triple 

check that everything is compatible and works the 

way it should. 

CONNECT

Some of your audience members will be in their 

“right” minds—they are right-brain learners who are 

If you are part of a 

panel or a series of 

speakers, ask to go 

first if you are jittery.
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easily distracted, like to jump around, prefer pictures 

to words, love stories, and want to get involved. They 

could care less if you get off point as long as they are 

having fun. Then there is everyone else—the left-

brainers. They crave structure and need a handout 

with an outline so they can follow along. Left-brain 

thinkers prefer facts and figures and will demand to 

know every detail. They will also feel like their time 

was wasted if they didn’t learn something usable and 

valuable. You can’t please everyone, but you can try. 

Think in terms of senses—sight, sound, touch—and 

include as many as you can so no learning style is left 

behind.

DELIVERY

The best material can be ruined by the wrong delivery. 

People want and expect energy, enthusiasm, empathy, 

entertainment, and educational value. “Oh, is that 

all?” you say. Well, no. They also want someone who 

is well prepared and doesn’t have to read their speech 

or constantly look at their notes. The truth is a blend 

of polish and pizzazz while remaining personable is 

the perfect mix.

DETAILS

Here’s some things you may not have heard before. 

Do not wear a name tag when talking. Don’t have 

any loose change in your pockets. Don’t wear noisy 

bracelets. All are distracting. Drink lots of water when 

on stage, but don’t put ice in it (cold water constricts 

your vocal chords.) Don’t eat a big breakfast or lunch 

The biggest mistake 

people make when 

using a hand-held mi-

crophone is not hold-

ing it close enough 

to their mouth to be 

heard—or turning 

it on when it’s their 

time to talk.
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proceeding a presentation (it will make you groggy.) 

Alcohol does not make you a better speaker. (You may 

think you’re better, but you’re not.) This may seem 

obvious, but don’t chew gum. Don’t assume the audi-

ence will automatically turn their cell phones off—tell 

them to. (Oh yeah, turn YOURS off, too.) Get direc-

tions to the venue and leave enough time to get lost. 

Speaking of which, arrive early and anticipate the 

worst. The longest people can go without a break is 

90 minutes. 

GRAMMAR

The best way to avoid offending anyone is to pretend 

there is a nun seated in the front row each time you 

speak. The rule is, if you what you would say could 

offend the nun, don’t say it (or do it). One offensive 

comment can ruin an otherwise brilliant talk (believe 

me, I know) It’s usually something you say that you 

would never think would bother anyone—but we live 

in hyper-sensitive times people are easily offended. 

The other aspect of grammar is in the written word. 

Grammatical goofs are inevitable, but do your best to 

avoid as many as you can by not waiting until the last 

minute to create your handout and slides.

HANDOUTS

You would be surprised by how many people would 

like a printed copy of your Powerpoint slides. That is 

probably the easiest way to create a handout. Many 

tactile learners like having something they can touch 

and feel, and a printed outline with room to write will 

Be prepared for just 

about everything to 

go wrong—because 

it will. That’s why it’s 

critical you arrive at 

least an hour early 

for your talk.
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serve them well. Others don’t want to take notes, they 

would rather have you create a take-away piece with 

all the important points printed out for them. How 

handouts will be used determines the format—a small 

booklet for pocket or purse, and letter size if it goes 

in a binder. Put out handouts early, not just before or 

while you are talking.

HUMOR

Jokes are a great way to open and break up a talk. The 

safest jokes are self-deprecating, clean, and custom-

ized for the target audience—or built around your 

talk. Using Google, you can find funny jokes to fit any 

occasion. Let the audience get into the act. Sometimes 

the biggest laughs come from something someone in 

the audience says. 

INTERACTION

The rule here is to involve the audience every 10 min-

utes by asking a question or creating an activity rather 

than giving one long lecture (boring). For games to in-

volve your audience, go to Google and type in “games 

trainers play” and you will find what you need. 

INTRODUCTIONS

Unless you are John or Jane Smith, the emcee or host 

will butcher your name when they introduce you. 

I guarantee it. What’s worse, when they wing your 

credentials they can and will make mistakes. Accord-

ing to one emcee I have written 30 books rather than 

13—I let that one slide. Write out your own introduc-

Games and activities 

that get the audience 

off their butts. Plus, 

mixing and min-

gling is a great way 

to  bring the energy  

back to the room and 

it can become an edu-

cational opportunity 

as well.
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When speaking re-

move your name tag, 

and loose change 

from your pockets, 

and noisy jewelry—

they are all distract-

ing to the audience.

tion (in large letters) and send in a copy and bring one 

with you. Your introduction should tell why you are 

qualified to talk on your topic. You should also ex-

plain what you will talk about, and how the audience 

will benefit.

LANGUAGE

We’ve already covered good grammar—on a previous 

page—but let’s expand on what we know. Words can 

change the world. There is no doubt about it. How-

ever, words aren’t really tangible (or tactile) and for 

many people it’s hard for them to grasp what you are 

trying to tell them. That’s why being clear and concise 

is best. For most people metaphors, similes, analogies, 

and examples are extremely helpful. Beyond that, use 

language to create word pictures and avoid excessive 

fillers like “um” and “ah”. Use “wow” words.

LOCATION

In speaking—like real estate—it’s location, location, 

location. In my many years as a professional speaker 

I have been asked to speak in some pretty strange 

places—I once spoke on top of a supply room next to 

a pool while attendees were in the water. If the venue 

is going to be a problem, you want to know before 

you get there. So find out where you will be standing 

when speaking, and where the audience will be sitting 

so you can be prepared. Have your preferred stage set 

up (and seating preference) and try and duplicate it 

wherever you go. Ask about the audio visual capabili-

ties. Do not assume anything. Finally, get good direc-
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tions so you don’t get lost on your way. 

MATERIAL

Having a central point and sub points that back up 

your thesis and revolve around a theme is the most 

important point in this mini book, that’s why I’ve 

mentioned it multiple times, see, I am practicing what 

I preach. The other thing to remember about your 

material is to organize your thoughts into a logical for-

mat—opening, body, close—even if that’s not the way 

you work. Keep it simple and make it easy to follow.

MEMORABLE 

The most memorable speeches usually involve a sig-

nature story, a moving and compelling message, a 

clear and focused main point or central theme, an 

acronym and/or analogies, AND some sort of “hook”. 

Anthony Robbins made a name for himself by having 

his attendees walk across burning hot coals (not rec-

ommended). That’s a hook. So is something as simple 

as a title like “Jump The Shark” or “Rich Dad, Poor 

Dad”. Find the uniqueness of what you want to say or 

do and highlight it.  

MICROPHONES

Ask anyone who has given a talk or two and micro-

phone issues will have been one of the bigger buga-

boos. Wireless lavaliere mics are the best because you 

have your hands free and they are easy to use—just 

talk. When using a handheld microphone the mistake 

most people make is not holding it close enough to 

What is the one 

thing you want the 

audience to remem-

ber? Build your talk 

around that main 

message.



SPEAK LIKE A PRO by Lee Silber
Copyright © 2007 by Lee Silber

their mouth. The other potential problem with hand-

held mics is feedback. The general rule is this, stay 

away from the speakers. If the mic is stationary (on 

a stand) adjust it to your height before you speak. 

Nothing is worse than listening to someone adjusting 

a live mic. Well, that’s not entirely true, anyone who 

taps the mic and asks, “Is this thing on” is probably 

worse. (Make sure your mic is on just before you step 

on stage—and turn it off immediately after, you don’t 

want everyone listening in on your private conversa-

tions. Finally, always, do a sound check and test your 

mic before anyone arrives.

NERVES

If possible, be the first to go on stage. (Get it over 

with.) Have a strong opening—script and rehearse the 

first few seconds of your talk. Prepare and practice 

are two things you can do to alleviate nervousness.

You can also use that nervousness to your advantage. 

Turn it into energy. Have a contingency plan for all the 

“what if’s”. Find a friendly face in the audience and 

focus on them (but not in a creepy way). Remember, 

the audience wants you to do well. 

 

NOTES

Don’t put your notes on the lectern before your talk. 

The person introducing you will often walk away with 

them by accident—which can make for a horrific 

start to your talk. Small index cards are better than a 

large sheet of paper. Make the type size large enough 

to read at a glance.You usually shouldn’t read your 

Nerves cause you to 

talk fast. Breathe, 

and slow down, the 

audience isn’t going 

anywhere . . .  hope-

fully.
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speech. Use bullet points to trigger what you want 

to remember. Create an acronym to help you know 

where you are in your talk.

OPENINGS

Open with your best material—proven, rehearsed, 

and relevant. Grab them right away with a question, 

fact, story, joke, quote—or open with a laugh. Laugh-

ter helps people let their guard down which is good 

with a skeptical crowd. My philosophy is to win the 

audience over right away, so I created a quick way 

to get them giving high fives to others in the crowd. 

It works every time. Tell them what to expect and 

what’s in it for them. Let them mix and mingle. Let 

them know that you get it and that you are there 

with answers and solutions. Show them you did your 

homework and/or you are not an outsider. Get them 

involved early and often.you can “name drop” with 

a powerful quote, or use one from someone in their 

industry. Report research results. Tie-in with current 

events. Finally, put in a short activity in the beginning 

in case you need to fix, change or take care of some-

thing—your mic, the sound, your computer, a late 

arrival, etc.

PERSONAL

People are interested in hearing about you, you story, 

and your success. Mix in your own experiences and 

examples in your talk.

PRACTICE

When you are pre-

pared and passionate 

about your subject 

it’s best to speak 

from the heart and 

not the head.  You 

should never read 

your speech. It’s a 

good idea to have an 

outline to follow with 

key words to help jog 

your memory. 
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When used properly, 

Powerpoint is excel-

lent. When it’s used 

improperly, it’s a 

mess. Some things 

to keep in mind with 

Powerpoint: 

• Make everythiung big     

    and keep it simple. 

• Two colors and 2 fonts   

    per page.

• No more than 5 bullet   

    points per page.

• Type should be at least   

    24 point.

Rehearse your opening at least five times. You should 

run through your entire talk at least once. Practice 

your speech out loud, in front of a mirror, and if pos-

sible record it. If you can assemble an audience to 

preview your presentation that is extremely helpful. If 

you plan to use your computer, practice your presen-

tation with Powerpoint and use your wireless remote.

PREPARATION

The more prepared you are, the better your presenta-

tion can (and will) be. Never just wing your talk. You 

can speak extemporaneously using a very basic out-

line, but know in advance what you will say (and how 

long you have to say it.)

PROBLEMS

What can go wrong will go wrong—be prepared. 

Problems can range from the previous speaker going 

over their time allotment to the projector not working 

right. Get there early to deal with potential problems. 

Have backups for everything—and backups for your 

backups. Do not pack your speech notes or presenta-

tion in your checked luggage—ever. Have a master 

of your handout in case the copies were lost or mis-

placed. When things do go wrong, do your best to 

laugh it off and go with the flow.

PROFESSIONALISM

Woody Allen once philosophized that half of suc-

cess is just showing up. When you are a professional 

speaker, it’s not just showing up that leads to success 
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(although it’s a good start), you need to show up early. 

In addition, you must be prepared and ready to deliv-

er (on your promises) and exceed everyone’s expecta-

tions. Nobody cares if you are hung over (don’t drink 

alcohol before, during or after your talk), your dog 

died (although that would make a good story), or if 

you just flew in from far away (and boy, are your arms 

tired.)  Professionals deliver every time they get the 

chance to speak.

Q&A

Anticipate the questions and be ready with your an-

swers. Be prepared for the tough questions and have 

your responses ready. Have one or two questions 

ready to “prime the pump” in case nobody raises their 

hand with one of their own.

STAGING

The only thing worse than “dead air” (a room so quiet 

you can hear crickets) is scraping your fingernails 

across a chalkboard. While waiting for all attendees 

to arrive, play music, put up slides, and if possible 

invent a networking activity using name tags to give 

those who arrived early something to think and talk 

about. Stand back and view the stage from different 

seats and check the sound, sight lines, lighting, and 

look at the background (a mirror behind you will re-

flect light into the eyes of the audience.) Pull plants on 

stage to soften the sterile banquet look. Put up your 

props or prototypes if they are interesting and get at-

tendees excited about your program.

Do your homework 

and know your topic 

better than anyone 

else in the room.



SPEAK LIKE A PRO by Lee Silber
Copyright © 2007 by Lee Silber

STORIES

One of the best speakers I have ever seen live is Zig 

Ziglar. Not only does he have a dynamic delivery 

and a commanding presence on stage, it’s his ability 

to connect with the audience through his personal 

stories that make him great. He says, “Facts tell, but 

stories sell.” This is so true. When Zig makes a point 

he uses a powerful story to grab and hold your atten-

tion. Not only are you entertained, you remember the 

lesson because it’s anchored to the story. 

 There was a time when I tried to memorize my 

talks. These weren’t good times. Little by little I have 

got away from a script and notes until now I use a 

simple outline made up of a few key words. I can do 

this because the key words refer to an example, anec-

dote or story which is tied to the main point. Now, I 

am confident I won’t forget an important point be-

cause I’m not trying to memorize them. 

 Maybe most important of all is switching from 

telling other people’s stories to sharing my own. Using 

signature stories makes you an original and they are 

much easier to remember and deliver. These don’t al-

ways have to be about you, but they can be things you 

witnessed, read or heard that reflect your core beliefs 

or your main message. (Industry specific stories also 

work well.)

TIMING

The single most important rule for a professional 

speaker is no matter what, YOU are ready to start on 

Make your talk 

shorter than the time 

allowed so you are 

forced to slow down. 

Bring your own table-

top clock to keep 

track of time.
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time and you never go over your allotted time. To be 

sure of the length of your presentation, rehearse the 

entire talk to make sure you have enough time. (Bring 

your own tabletop clock to keep track of time or have 

a person in the audience signal when you have five 

minutes left.) Talks take longer than you think so 

don’t do it to the minute or you will be rushing at the 

end. Make your talk a little shorter than the allotted 

time so you are forced to slow down. The best slot (if 

you have your choice) is in the morning—afternoons 

and evenings are much tougher.

TOASTMASTERS

I always joke that Toastmasters is not a group that 

fixes toasters—but that’s about all they don’t do. 

Toastmasters is an international organization geared 

to help people overcome their fear of public speaking 

and improve their communication skills. Some of the 

other benefits to belonging to a club is improved self-

esteem, quick thinking, leadership and the ability to 

critique compassionately and constructively. 

TOPICS/TITLES

You can make a good impression on the audience, 

grab their attention, increase their interest, and create 

a desire to know more before you speak a word. An 

attention-grabbing title with an informative subtitle 

will do just that. 

VOICE

Your voice is your instrument. Learn how to get the 

Never point at your 

audience. Instead use 

open-handed ges-

tures instead.
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most from it—how to project across a room to get 

their attention, and bring it down to a whisper to 

draw people in. Surely you’ve been bored by a mono-

tone-speaking professor or politician. Don’t let that 

be you. If nothing else, make sure your voice conveys 

energy and enthusiasm.

WORK THE ROOM

You can win over the audience early by doing a meet 

and greet. Listen to their problems, get to know their 

names, ask for their personal stories and include 

these examples in your talk. The other key to convert-

ing people to your side is through eye contact. (This 

doesn’t mean you need to stare at each person until 

they squirm in their seats, but connect with as many 

people as you can.) 

WRITING YOUR TALK

“I have a dream . . .” and “Ask not what your country 

can do for you . . .” These phrases are from two of the 

most memorable talks of all time. What they have in 

common is the fact these speeches center around one 

main message or point. Powerful presenters focus on 

the one thing they want the audience to know and 

then build their talk it. Don’t try to do too much when 

creating your presentation. Keep it simple and stay on 

point. Once you know what you want to say (and the 

outcome you desire) make the message memorable 

by using stories, anecdotes, examples, metaphors, 

similes, and/or acronyms. Then tell them what you 

are going to tell them, tell them, and tell them what 

Lee Silber

leesilber@earthlink.net

www.creativelee.com

858-488-4249
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you told them. (This is a common approach.) Another 

is to state the problem (to show you understand the 

challenges facing your audience), and offer solutions 

(I’m here to help.) Remember, one main point per 

talk—the one thing you want them to remember and 

key points that support your one big idea. What is 

your desired outcome? What’s in it for them? Where 

do these intersect? That’s your focus.

 

 

 


