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Judith Field on Creating Confident Student Speakers
The second most important skill in life is the ability to communicate confidently, coherently and clearly. Yet, despite its importance in real life, in relationships, and in work, in the History classroom, it is often not given the importance, status and skill that it needs and deserves.
What gives me the right to make these assertions? Research from NLP (Neuro Linguistic programming) and our own experience confirm these assertions. If the skills of oral communication are so important, why are they often so neglected and sometimes so badly taught?
My own reasons may shock you. Most teachers and most people in the community are afraid of public speaking. American research shows that it is the number one fear in the world, even bigger than death. So why would History teachers be any different? Well, they teach History. They know that three of the four areas of History are oral: reading, speaking and listening are all oral. (The forth is writing) Yet, generally, trainee teachers do not receive lectures in public speaking (Writing gets more than ¼ of the attention.) Why is this?
The truth is that most Education university lecturers do not understand the importance of oral skills or how to teach them. History teachers did not get any training in public speaking themselves when they were trained in colleges and universities. Even now, only two universities teach a segment in speaking. They do not even get a session on looking after their voices. This is disastrous as teachers rely on their voices to teach.
Let me ask you some questions to see your own knowledge of speaking. How much of speaking is in body language? How much in voice variety? What sort of words should you use? How many words per minute? What sort of structure should you use? What are the differences between an essay and a speech?
I will answer them for you, but these are things you should know as an History teacher or lecturer. The answers are: 55% to 70% is body language. 20% to 38% is in your voice variety and only 7% to10% of the message is conveyed by the words. Are you surprised by these statistics? Again, they come from NLP research. These words need to be simple, short and sharp with loads of images and metaphors. As for speed, 120 words per minute is good pace to speak. As for structure, there are many but structure is much more important in speaking than writing because the words go out into the room and most of them are lost. This is why repetition and signaling are so important when speaking.
The other main thing for all teachers to know: how to project and look after their voices. Breathing from the diaphragm and getting the voice to come from the mouth are important to preserve the voice as are warming up exercises.

Finally we need to look at teachers talking to peers and the community. Many teachers are confident in front of children or teens, but get them in front of their colleagues and they freeze up. The voice in their head can be saying all sorts of things from, “they are judging me”, to “What if I make a mistake and they see it?” The truth is they are judging you and if your error is a big one they will see it. However, if you focus on that, you are more likely to make a mistake. Almost no one is asked to talk in front of peers or parents unless they have been warned or prepared. So, the trick is to prepare well and to practice. Most people spend 90% of their time in writing their presentation and 5% practicing it. It needs to be 50% 50% and you need to visualize yourself in front of that audience speaking confidently.
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