DEALING WITH STAGE FRIGHT

       Fear is a natural human reaction to situations involving public speaking. The most important element to dealing with stage fright is the recognition that EVERYONE has it. Stage fright in a public speaking situation commonly stems from the speaker’s fear of audience disapproval or a fear that they will fall short of their own expectations or those of the audience. Be aware, then, of stage fright’s psychological aspects:

1. FEAR IS NORMAL: A degree of nervousness helps to pump up necessary adrenaline. Look at the nervousness as a challenge. 

2. BE RATIONAL: A presentation is short, and not a life or death situation. 

3. BE RECEIVER-ORIENTED: Focus on your audience, not yourself. Direct eye contact will relieve nervousness. Use gestures,posture, and body movements to create a more familiar (and comfortable) conversational tone. 

The following are suggestions to help you deal better with public speaking anxiety:

                        PREPARATION Always approach any speaking situation as prepared as possible. Practice your presentation early on and A LOT. Prepare physically by sleeping and eating enough, and dressing professionally and comfortably.

                        PACE/BREATHING Before you begin, breathe deeply to get oxygen into your system. Be conscious of your breathing because forgetting to breathe or taking shallow breaths affect your speaking ability. Consciously pace yourself to avoid talking too fast. Take pauses at appropriate times, like during transitions. Pauses not only provide time for a deep breath, but also can add dramatic emphasis and command audience attention when used appropriately.

                        INTERACT WITH YOUR AUDIENCE Don’t just speak "at" your audience, communicate with them. Eye contact is the most effective way to humanize your audience (rather than seeing them as a blurry mass of faces) and will help you to reduce your nervousness. Always establish direct eye contact with your audience, especially in your introduction. If you communicate confidence at this point, and you present yourself as an enthusiastic and sincere speaker, your audience will respond favorably and you will relax. Eye contact will also allow for audience feedback and adaptation. 

                        CONCENTRATION Try not to concentrate too hard on your nervousness or on your actual speaking, because your audience will do the same.  Try to concentrate on the setting and on your audience, and you will soon forget how nervous you are.

                        CHANNELING NERVOUS ENERGY When you are aware of physical nervousness, look for ways of channeling it. If your legs are shaking, walk purposefully around the front of the room in a confident manner. If your hands are shaking, use them to gesture in a way to use up that energy.  Nervous energy will be expressed by you one way or another, so don’t stand there and let it control you. Focus on channeling that anxiety into an energetic and positive performance--take control of it before it takes control of you.

                        COMMUNICATE CONFIDENCE Show your audience that you are in control of the topic, the situation, and yourself. Command attention with dramatic verbal and nonverbal tactics. Dress in a manner that makes you feel confident. NEVER put yourself down or laugh at yourself during a speech, it gives the audience an indication of your lack of confidence and destroys your credibility. If you believe that you can do it, then you can!

                        DON’T MEMORIZE YOUR SPEECH Memorizing a speech can be disastrous. If you forget one item, it can have a domino effect in which you

forget the order and/or information of everything that follows. You should speak extemporaneously, relying on a speaking outline of keywords to trigger your thoughts and to keep your ideas and delivery organized. This is where practice is most important, because even though your delivery is flexible, you need to know the structure and information thoroughly. 

