Speech 5: Your Body Speaks

In your everyday conversations with friends and co-workers, you gesture with your hands, walk around, look people in the eye and change your facial expression – in other words, you use body language. Body language is also an important part of public speaking.

Using body language does the following:

· It communicates confidence.

· It makes what you are saying more credible.

· It illustrates and emphasizes the points you are making.

· It releases some of your nervous energy.
Stance

At times when you will move about when you speak, and at other times you will stand still. Generally, you’ll be still during your opening and closing, and when making an important point. Your stance while standing still shows your confidence and level of comfort. Standing straight in a natural position and looking at the audience communicates poise and confidence.

Movement

Moving about during a speech attracts attention and adds variety to your speech. Your listeners’ eyes will follow you.

Walking from your seat to the podium is actually the beginning of your speech. To appear confident and ready to speak, you should walk purposefully to the front of the room. Turn, face the audience directly, and begin speaking.

All your movements during your speech should have a purpose. Don’t pace, sway from side to side, bounce up and down, or fidget – these are distractions. Instead, speak from one spot, move several steps to one side to make a transition, and then speak from the new spot. You can step closer to the audience to emphasize an important point. Or use movement to dramatize a point. For example, if you are describing a snowball fight, pack an imaginary snowball and throw it. You should perform the movement an instant before, or while making, your verbal point.

Gestures

When you gesture, you move your head, arms, hands or other parts of your body. You can use gestures to show the following:

· Size, shape, weight, location, direction. Hand gestures are appropriate.

· Importance, urgency. Strike an open palm with your fist.

· Comparison, contrast. Move your hands together to show likeness. Move them in opposite directions to show difference.

The most effective gestures are made above the elbow and away from your body. They should be vigorous to demonstrate your conviction. Vary your gestures – using the same ones repeatedly is distracting. When you speak to a large audience, your gestures should be larger so that the people in the back of the room are sure to see them.

The meanings of gestures may vary in different cultures. Generally, a clenched fist shows power or anger. Open palms denote generosity and caring. In North America, point your forefinger towards the ceiling to tell people to pay attention. Fold your arms across your chest to indicate strength and determination. Clasp your hands together in front of you to show unity.

Facial Expression

Your face gives your audience cues about how they should feel and react. You can convey sadness by lowering your eyelids and bowing your head; you can show surprise by widening your eyes and raising your eyebrows; and to show happiness, smile broadly.

Eye Contact

In Western cultures, people are more likely to believe you if you look at their eyes while speaking. Eye contact also establishes a bond with your listeners.

Look at the people in the audience as you speak – don’t just gaze around the room. Look directly at a person until you finish a thought, then look at someone else. Choose the people who you make eye contact with at random instead of looking right and left like a fan that oscillates. Looking at someone too long could make her uncomfortable, yet too quick a glance makes you appear nervous or insincere.

If your audience is large, you can’t make eye contact with each person. Instead, make eye contact with individuals in each part of the room.

Be Natural

Your movements and gestures should appear natural and unrehearsed, and they should be consistent with your verbal message. Using body language effectively requires thought and practice.

After you write your speech, read it over and note any places where body language can help reinforce your points. Experiment with different facial expressions, gestures and movements. Gestures and facial expressions appear most natural if they are done slightly before you say the accompanying words.

Although you may feel awkward when you begin to practice your movements, they will become easier and more natural the second or third time. Videotaping yourself, or watching yourself in a mirror, is helpful.

Your Assignment

· Select a topic that lends itself to gestures, movement and facial expressions.

· Use body language to help express your message.

· Your body language should enhance and clarify your words.

· Be natural.

Remember to incorporate the lessons from your previous assignments in this speech. For example, the speech should have an opening, a body, and a conclusion, and you should have a specific purpose.

Evaluation Guide

Topic selection  __ facilitated body language __ satisfactory __ could improve

Preparation      __ excellent __ satisfactory __ could improve

Manner           __ confident __ satisfactory __ nervous

Posture          __ poised __ satisfactory __ could improve

Gestures         __ natural __ satisfactory __ could improve

Body movement    __ purposeful __ satisfactory __ awkward

Eye contact      __ effective __ satisfactory __ could improve

Facial expression  __ genuine __ satisfactory __ could improve

Speech purpose   __ clear __ satisfactory __ could improve

Speech organization  __ logical __ satisfactory __ could improve

What could the speaker have done differently to make the speech more effective?

What did you like about the speech?
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