SAY GOODBYE TO YOUR SCRIPT!
This article was published in the July, 2011 issue of Toastmaster Magazine

By Robert A. Richert, DTM

On the day of his speech, Ken Sisco always came to our meeting prepared with a fully written out script.  I was amazed at his ability to deliver a freshly prepared speech fluently without any observable sign of using his detailed notes!  I recall thinking that Ken is one of those rare people in possession of a photographic memory.  Sometime later, after discussing it with Ken, he said, “I don’t memorize my speeches, nor do I have a photographic memory.  I simply prefer to spend my time putting the words together, rather than rehearsing the delivery.  I have perfected the art of reading my speech, without appearing to do so.  Most Toastmasters can't do that”.  Ken is correct and obviously, he is the exception to the rule.  I have rarely seen a Toastmaster use written text effectively.  The great majority of club members struggle to maintain a connection to the audience while at the same time trying to ‘read’ or follow their fully written out notes.  For most of us, attempting to follow a fully written-out script is an encumbrance, not an aid to public speaking!  At this point I must mention that interpretive reading is a valuable skill, and indeed is the subject of one of Toastmasters advanced manuals.  However, interpretive reading is not the subject of this article.  In this article I advocate the use of an outline for the standard types of speeches that most Toastmasters perform at meetings.  Here are the most common problems associated with speaking from a fully written script:

1. The speaker’s head bobs up and down in a distracting manner as he attempts to both read his notes and make eye contact with the audience.  
2. The speaker loses his place, stumbles, and the speech becomes disjointed.  
3. The speaker’s vocal variety becomes stifled; especially when his head is down reading notes.
4. The speaker’s gestures become stifled because his hands are busy shuffling with notes, or because his mind is preoccupied with the text.  
5. The above problems cause the speaker to become excessively nervous. 
A common misperception, especially among new members, holds that in order to be properly understood, a Toastmaster must communicate every word of a speech in a precise manner.  Yes, certain professions and some situations exist in which precise wording may be essential to public speaking; examples include prominent politicians, instructors and lecturers, speech contestants at the upper levels of competition, and professional speakers.  Politicians often speak from a fully written out script because their words might be recorded and can be used against them; this is understandable.  College professors must convey information accurately; students are taking notes and will be tested later.  Upper level speech contestants participate in a stiff competition where word selection can matter, and professional speakers are paid for their efforts.  However, none of the above examples applies to the speeches that most members give routinely at our club meetings!  
Do not concentrate your efforts toward precise language.  Audiences retain at best about ten percent of the words in any public speech.  As an experiment, try to recall with accuracy most of the words from a speech a few days after you’ve heard it.  You will be fortunate to recall a few sentences, much less the majority of words spoken!  To reiterate an important point; speaking from written text invariably inhibits speech dynamics - eye contact, vocal variety, and gestures - your physical connection to the audience.  Written text forces you to repeatedly look down at your notes, and it is easy to lose your place…and the audience.  Thus, although you may utter those carefully planned words in a precise manner; if the audience is unmotivated to listen and won’t remember everything you say anyway, what is the point?  However, people will remember the main message of your speech if it is delivered in a well organized and effectual way.  Consider that most of the projects in the Competent Communicator manual discourage the use of extensive notes.  Instead, their emphasis is to help you develop the physical and organizational skills to become a dynamic public speaker.       
Most experienced Toastmasters do not write out their speeches.  They tend to organize their thoughts and eventually distill them into a brief outline.  This outline becomes the notes for their speech.  However, a few do begin by writing out their speeches word for word.  This method enables them to better organize and remember the speech.  Judy Murphy, DTM, and member of Lilydale Toastmasters in Melbourne Australia utilizes an interesting approach:  Judy says, “I wholeheartedly agree that a presentation is so much more effective when it is delivered without notes. In my early days as a Toastmaster, I did learn my speeches almost by heart, but this was a huge mistake.  I forgot which word was next and I was stuck. Gradually I was able to condense my speech down to the main ideas and expand on those during the speech. However I always start by writing my speech in full. That is my way of knowing that I have just the right amount of material and that all the ideas flow. Once I am satisfied with it, I map out the speech in my mind.  Rehearsal is a must. On the day of the speech, I just remember my main points and I can dispense with the notes entirely. On the occasions when I haven't had sufficient time to practice, I write out those main ideas in dot points in a large font and have them on the lectern to the side”.  Thus, although Judy writes out her speech word for word at the outset, she does not bring a detailed script to the lectern.   
To new members struggling through the first few speeches, talk about subjects that you care about and know well.  This will make preparation easier and delivery more comfortable, plus boost your confidence.  I am the mentor to a new club member who is Vietnamese and English is her second language.  Michelle Phung explained to me that her second speech would be about her grueling experiences as a ‘boat person’ when she and her family escaped the fall of Saigon.  I recommended that she speak from an outline because she knows this story so well that following a detailed script is unnecessary.  I also pointed out that reading this poignant story from her notes might make her appear insincere and stifle her energy and passion. However, Michelle said, “I need to write out my speech because it helps me with structure, organization, and makes me feel more comfortable with English words and sentences”.  Recently, she gave the speech to our club.  She plopped that fully written script down on the lectern, and began to speak.  Watching intently, I did not see her look down at her script at anytime - she did not read from it at all during her speech!  Considering this was only her second speech, Michelle’s delivery was smooth, the speech was well organized and only occasionally did she stammer or grope for words.  Michelle told me that her goal is to gain the confidence to speak from a simple outline in her next speech.  

With exceptions like those noted above, I urge members to prepare not by writing out a script; instead, develop an outline.  Project 2, “Organize Your Speech”, in the Competent Communicator Manual offers instruction.  This project states that the purpose of an outline is to, “…logically assemble your ideas into a sequence that will help you to achieve your objective” (page 14).  Begin by thinking about your main message, writing ideas down, and then start organizing and prioritizing the material.  Eventually, subdivide it into three or so main points (for a 5 to 7 minute speech).  Decide which facts, anecdotes, quotations, or jokes to include and which to leave out, and roughly how much time to devote to each main segment.  Hone your speech into outline form on a note card or single sheet of paper.  Replace fully written text with ‘trigger’ words or phrases.  Allow single words, simple phrases, or even pictures to act as a ‘trigger’ to generate in your mind the theme, concept, or story that you have thought about, prepared, and rehearsed earlier.  For example, instead of writing out her experience as a “boat person” in detail, Michelle could have simply written the phrase, “Boat Story”, or just the word “Boat” on her outline.  This simple word could have served as a sufficient cue to share her story.  For better clarity and quicker access to the correct place on your outline, use the computer.  Employ colors, varied fonts, indentation and spacing to help guide your eye.  Visually oriented people respond more quickly to a simple picture or symbol than a phrase.  For example, instead of writing the word, “boat”, Michelle might have pasted clip art of a boat.  It is important to remember that speaking from an outline encourages trust in your natural ability to formulate the right words and speak in a coherent, conversational manner.  You may fear losing your train of thought or stumbling and stammering, but consider that dependence upon extensive notes is no guarantee against this; in fact, quite the opposite!  
If you must convey a quotation or information precisely, then by all means write it down in your notes, but also practice and commit it to memory.  Here’s a tip - picking up a card, reading a brief quotation, and then putting the card down can effectively punctuate the rhythm of your speech.  It also communicates to the audience that the quotation is important.  However, reading a brief quotation is only effective if used sparingly, perhaps once or twice in a five to seven minute speech.  If you intend to convey quantities of technical, statistical, or detailed information, make use of visual aids or handouts as an alternative to a written script.  Visual aids such as PowerPoint or a flipchart may also serve as an effective replacement for written notes.  They help you to stay on track and eliminate the problem of constantly looking down at notes placed on the lectern.  However, visual aids should act as an adjunct to your oral presentation, not a crutch.  Don’t just read the written text on your visual aids, leave that for the audience.  Instead, expand upon those words.  

In summary, consider the evolution of Mike Meier, DTM.  Mike is a member of Seoul Advanced Toastmasters, Seoul, South Korea.  In 2008, Mike won the District 25 International Speech Contest.  Mike says, “When I started out as a Toastmaster, I would not allow myself do a speech without detailed notes.  Because I was a perfectionist, I was scared the speech would not come out right, or I would forget something.  However, one night when I was scheduled to give a speech, I accidentally left my script at my seat!  To my surprise, my speech went well!  Ever since then, I vowed to use a half sheet of paper at the most for a few notes and key points.  The speech more comes to life when you are able to lift the text off the paper and tell a story people will truly remember.  One of my speech mentors once said, "Whatever comes out of your mouth is golden.  No one knows you lost your place in your speech unless you tell them."  She was correct then, and she's still correct today”!

 I add this bit of advice to the comment made by Mike Meier’s Mentor; “BELIEVE that whatever comes out of your mouth is golden”.  Whether you begin formulating your speech by developing an outline or writing out your speech fully, speak from a brief outline.  By knowing your subject well and using trigger words and phrases on your notes, you will learn to speak smoothly without the crutch of a script.  By focusing on improving speech dynamics instead of reading precise wordage, you will become a more charismatic public speaker.  As a result, the audience will better connect to you and be more eager to hear your message.     
