
 

PRESENTATION SKILLS 

 

GENERAL GUIDELINES ON EFFECTIVE PRESENTATIONS 

Follow these guidelines when preparing for, or while making a speech: 

 Know your audience. 

 

 Be yourself!  No matter how dearly you would like to be someone else, you cannot 
change either your physical features or your personality to become your role model! 
 

 Focus on your topic.  Even the most interested audiences have limited attention 
spans.  Your presentation will be more successful if you explore one topic in great 
detail rather than trying to give information on a number of topics in a hurried and 
superficial way. 
 

 Make sure that your information is relevant to your audience and that you are 
speaking to them on a suitable level. 
 

 Prepare adequately.  There is a direct relationship between the amount of 
apprehension you feel when you are about to make your presentation, and the 
thoroughness of your preparation. 
 

 Rehearse your speech thoroughly by saying it aloud at least three times.  Practicing 
your speech ‘in your head’ won’t work as well.  Practice your speech in the same way 
you will be delivering it, for example standing up or sitting down.  Also record your 
speech on a recording devise.  Listen to the recording and take notes on how to 
improve. (See ‘Keywording’.)   
 

 Arrive early.  Make sure that everything in the room is set up correctly. 
 

 Handle questions and answers with tact.  If you prepare your speech thoroughly, you 
should be able to answer most questions.  Answer questions as briefly and concisely 
as you can.  If you don’t know the answer to a question, don’t try to make up an 
answer!  State your expertise first, then tell the person asking the question that you 
will find out what the answer is from an expert and get back to her or him. 
 

 Apply some breathing exercises before arriving at the venue. (See breathing 
exercises.) On arrival, focus on your breath when you slowly inhale and exhale  

     while you’re waiting to be announced.  

 As soon as your name is called, take a few very deep breaths while you’re still sitting 

and a few more while walking to the font.  It helps to get a healthy supply of oxygen 

into your system. 

 



 

Breathing exercises 

 

This exercise will help you to relax and 

will also improve your projection. 

 

 Breathe in while counting to 3. 
 

Hold breath for three counts. 
 

Exhale with an “ssss” sound for 3 counts. 
 

Exhale with explosive “aa” 
 

 

 Just before you begin to talk, place your notes on the speaker’s stand; look around at 
the entire audience; take another deep breath; and, with a smile, greet your audience. 
 

 Use vigorous, but not constant, gestures with your hands, arms, shoulders, head, and 
body.  Such physical actions will channel your nervous energy constructively, attract 
attention and fortify your oral message. 

 Don’t just scan the audience with your eyes. Move your entire head to the left, then to 
the right, and back to centre. Fully moving your head in this manner should 
considerably ease neck tension. 
 

 Don’t rivet yourself behind the lectern.  Take a few steps to the left and remain there 
for 10 or 15 seconds before returning to the centre position.  Then, after a while, repeat 
this movement in the opposite direction.  Deliberate movement is an excellent aid in 
lessening tension. 
 

 Focus on your message and audience.  Try to become message-conscious, not self-
conscious and your nervousness should diminish, allowing you to communicate more 
effectively. 

 
 If you suddenly feel tension building or muscles tightening while you’re at the lectern, 

try gripping the sides of the lectern again.  Repeating this exercise several times can 
be quite effective and hardly noticeable to the audience. 
 

 Act confident and you’ll begin to feel confident. 
 

 Just remember, your audience wants you to succeed. 
 

 

 

Breathing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

PHYSICAL RELAXATION EXERCISES: 

 

Spine: Stretch arms upwards, relax. Let go downwards limb-by-limb. Bend knees and 
shake loose. 

 

Loosen neck:  Turn head in half circles, clock - and anti-clockwise. (Do not turn 
                        backwards!) 
 

Shoulders: Lift high then drop.  Lift halfway then drop.  Lift slightly then drop. Or roll  
                  backwards and forwards individually and then together. 
 

Arms: Shake the hands loose from the wrists. 
 
Hands: Shoot stars with the fingers. 
 
Legs and feet:  Stir the porridge clock- and anti-clockwise with the feet alternatively. 
 
Jaw:  Lightly bite upper lip and relax. 

 Similarly bite upwards left and right and relax. 

 

Mouth exercise: Purse the lips then smile broadly, lips together. 
 
       Tongue: Click inside the mouth. 
 

 

 
Remember always to take a nice deep breath and hold for a count of three before the 
delivering of a speech. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

KEYWORDING 

 

 

 

Never at any stage write out in full what you are going to say - 

 

WRITING OUT A SPEECH IN FULL IS SUICIDE. 

 

 

Caution! 



It locks you into: 

1. The particular words you have chosen 
 

2. Written language, style, syntax and vocabulary 
 

3. Repeating, in parrot fashion the script you have learnt without warmth, feeling or 
charm. 
 

4. The fear that you might forget your lines. 
 

5. Reading your speech and not speaking it. 
 

You are liberated by using KEYWORDS, which are single words summarizing the collection 

of ideas contained in phrases or statements.  You use one word to recall a section of the 

content of your speech.  For example, in a speech on ice-cream production you might key in 

on the word INGREDIENTS to recall details about the variety of raw materials used.  

    

DRESS 

 

In the business world, appearance is considered so important that many large companies 

have laid-down dress rules that employees have to obey.  The emphasis falls on the 

professional corporate image that the company wishes to convey.  Remember that 

appearance is far more than what you are wearing.  Some aspects of a good appearance 

that will never go out of fashion are personal grooming and hygiene. 

Your dress should be appropriate to the topic, to the occasion, to your audience, and to the 

venue.  The way you are dressed must attract but not be a distraction.  You want your 

audience to listen to what you have to say, not to be distracted by an outrageous colour 

scheme or a low-neck skimpy top and mini skirt (in the case of a female presenter). Wear 

clothes that are smart but that make you feel confident and comfortable.  A tight pair of new 

shoes may not only cause discomfort but may make you look pinched. 

 

DEPORTMENT AND POSITION AT DESK OR LANTERN 

You should constantly be aware of the way in which you ‘carry yourself’.  It conveys the 

message to your audience that you are relaxed, at ease with yourself and confident. 

When you are called upon to make your presentation, get up and walk to the lectern neither 

too slowly, nor too hurriedly. 

Don’t touch the lectern unnecessary, pace up and down or sway back and forth. 

Stand comfortably, feet slightly apart, without leaning against the desk or lectern.  Some 

seasoned speakers prefer not to stand behind the lectern, because they feel that they can 

make more positive use of body language if they move from behind around the lectern.  

Stand tall and proud! 

Keep an upright posture.  Do not stoop or allow your eyes or shoulders to drop.  If you are 

feeling nervous, refrain from pacing up and down too much while you speak, as this would 

very likely distract you and your audience! 



 

GESTURES 

Gestures are, strangely enough, something that you can practice beforehand.  You know 

what you are going to say, don’t you?  Why don’t you decide in what way you can use 

gestures to drive a point home or to give more meaning to an idea or emotion? 

You could for instance bang your fist on the lectern in you feel very strongly about a point or 

make a distinctive ‘wavy’ gesture to emphasise what you are saying about fluctuations in the 

economy. 

Certain gestures are useful tools to help illustrate or emphasise a point.  However, your 

gestures must appear to be natural and spontaneous.  Avoid irritating gestures such as 

playing with your hair, pulling your ear, or checking to see if your tie is still straight.  If you 

are holding a pencil or pointer, avoid using them to point too often.  Excessive gesturing is 

distracting.  Your audience could interpret such mannerisms as nervousness lack of 

preparation, or a lack of knowledge. 

 

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS AND EYE CONTACT 

Facial expressions are a dead giveaway!  By simply looking at your facial expressions, 

people may easily determine your frame of mind, emotions and the intensity of our thought.   

While delivering your speech, you may, for instance, purse your lips, smile, frown, look 

serious or try to create a funny facial expression. 

How are you going to use your eyes to evaluate the effect of your speech?  Look at your 

audience.  Try to catch the eyes of several individuals in the audience.  If you maintain eye 

contact with your audience, you will appear in control and self-assured. 

Show enthusiasm in your face that reveals you are interested in the topic.  Talk to, or with, 

but not at, your audience.  Avoid fixing your gaze at a spot on the ceiling or at the back of the 

room.  This will make you appear tense and unconnected with your audience, and you will 

lose their interest and participation very quickly, even if your speech is otherwise stimulating.  

Keep eye contact with the larger audience as well as individuals in the audience.  This gives 

the impression that even though each listener is part of a large audience, you are giving 

attention to, and considering, individuals.  Smile if you make a humorous remark. 

Try to win the audience over!  Remember that you have researched you audience in 

advance.  Use this knowledge to build up a good relationship with them.  Convey the 

impression that you feel privileged to be able to speak to them and convey the idea that you 

have something in common with them. 

 

VOICE CONTROL AND PROJECTION 

The tone of your voice conveys your attitude towards your subject and your audience.  It 

also conveys how confident or how nervous you are.  Usually when you are nervous, your 

voice takes on a higher pitch and sometimes, your voice may even quiver!   

 

A speech should be delivered enthusiastically, spontaneously and clearly.   



 

We are, after all, human.  It is normal to be nervous before a presentation.  

Once you begin speaking, bear the following in mind: 

1. Speak loudly enough for everyone to hear you clearly, without unnecessarily raising 
your voice. 
 

2. Find a comfortable tone and volume that is pleasing to your own ear and the listener’s 
ear. 
 

3. However, try not to speak in the same tone of voice throughout.  Vary your tone, 
volume, and tempo to complement the points you are making. 
 

4. Refrain from speaking too fast.  Remember that your audience must listen and absorb 
what you are saying.  If you speak too quickly, they may lose track of important points 
and may lose the gist of your presentation. 
 

5. Pause frequently, especially before or after an important statement.  Pauses give 
emphasis and allow the audience to listen to and take in each point that has been 
made. 
 

6. Ensure that you pronounce all terms and names correctly. 
 

7. Know your subject matter.  Be prepared and have full answers to your audience’s 
questions at the end of your presentation. 

 

APPLICABLE LANGUAGE 

Seeing that we have considered non-verbal aspects that determine the success of your 

speech, we should also pay attention to applicable language usage. 

 Choice of words 
You have prepared properly, and you have decided to use a specific word.  The problem 

is that your audience doesn’t seem to understand it!  Your choice of words should be 

meaningful to your audience. 

 Applicable or appropriate language 
This is language that you have adapted so that your audience finds it suitable or feels 

comfortable with it.  Explain any technical terms, if necessary. 

 Relevant vocabulary 

Use vocabulary in the proper context of the topic of your speech. 

 Repetitive phrases 
Analyse your speech closely for any of these commonly repeated words or phrases:   

  ‘you know’, ‘whatever’, ‘okay?’, ‘basically’, ‘essentially’, or ‘to be honest’ and  

  concentrate on using them as little as possible. 

 Tautology 
Tautology refers to unnecessary repetition of the same thought in different words.  

Examples of tautology are: ‘an exact replica’, ‘two equal halves’ and ‘basic 

fundamentals. 



 

 

 Ambiguity 
Ambiguity means that a term, word, or sentence may be interpreted in more than one 

way, or that its meaning is of doubtful nature.  Take this example: 

‘The representative told the sales manager that he was in no way responsible for the 

losses the company had suffered.’ So, who exactly was responsible? 

 Good language when presenting ideas 
It is impossible to review all the grammar rules in this module.  What you can do, is to: 

 Practice consciously to improve your language usage.  Revise, consult old 
textbooks, enquire and do research. 
 

 Pay attention to clarity.  Clarity is a very important aspect of good language usage.  
If your language is unclear, it may result in misunderstandings that may be avoided 
if you use more specific and precise words. 

 

 Enthusiasm or liveliness 
An energetic, enthusiastic and vibrant delivery of your speech will keep your audience 

alert, and will create a positive or persuasive mood, which is what you should be striving 

for. 

 Audience-orientated expression of information 
     To ensure that your listeners understand your message, you as presenter must: 

 Constantly observe your audience and evaluate the feedback you receive.  If you 
notice an outbreak of ‘brain freeze’ among the audience, adjust your speech to 
save the situation. 
 

 Remember that your audience needs help and guidance when it comes to your 
subject.  Listeners need to think about what you are saying. 
 

 Build into your presentation specific moments when you actually stop and say 
something like ‘Right, but how will this benefit you in the future…..? or ‘Now, let me 
show you exactly what this could mean for you.’ 

 

ENJOY! 

 

 

 


