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shot new faculty acquisition. One afternoon Kirill dropped 
by my office at the Teaching and Learning Center. “My 
students look bored,” he said. His voice was relaxed and 
resonant. “It’s my accent. I think.” His Russian accent was 
strong, but his speech was intelligible. “Maybe they can’t 
understand me.” His pacing was unhurried and his tone was 
resilient and confident.  “Is that what they say in the course 
evaluations?” I asked, and he nodded. “In general, my pub-
lic speaking is…I don’t know. I feel like I’m not the same 
person when I’m lecturing. I am not reaching my audience. 
” Kirill casually mentioned that he had a new book coming 
out in the spring. He considered it a crossover book, aimed 
at both a scholarly and a popular audience. He would need 
to give a series of high-profile public talks and numerous 
radio and television interviews. He felt an acute pressure to 
address his long-term concerns about public speaking.

The next morning I observed Kirill’s political science 
lecture. There were eighty undergraduates sprinkled 
around the 200-seat lecture hall.  Kirill, behind the podium, 
looked different from the eloquent, compelling person 
I had met in my office the day before.  His delivery was 
hesitant, almost apologetic. He spoke at a rapid pace. His 
accent was heavy and his articulation indistinct. Even with a 
microphone, his voice sounded smaller, tenser, and higher-
pitched than it had the previous day. He offered a sophisti-
cated approach to the topic, and the content was fascinat-
ing.  The vividness of the material, however, was largely lost 
on the students as he repeatedly stared down and read from 
his lecture notes or gazed up at his PowerPoint slides. The 
clarity, calm and resonance had vanished.

Kirill is a typical case. After seven years of working with 
professors in thirty departments throughout Harvard’s 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences, I had seen many academics in 
the same boat. In one-on-one casual conversation, they are 
brilliant, self-possessed, engaging, and lucid scholars. But 
place them behind a lectern or hook them up to a micro-
phone and much of the charisma and clarity dissipates. 

The challenges these non-native speakers face are in some 
ways no different from those of native English speakers. 
Even in their mother tongue, all speakers are prone to get-
ting nervous, losing their train of thought, or having a hard 
time deciphering a question from the audience. Non-native 
speakers, however, face these challenges in more intensified 
ways. They lack the ease and fluency of their native lan-
guage. Whereas a native speaker can wiggle his way out of a 
tough moment, an international speaker is frequently hard 
pressed to get back on track. Additionally, international 
speakers confront a set of unique challenges. Speaking in 
a second language often adds a distracting level of self-
consciousness. They worry that their audience hears only 
their accent and grammatical errors rather than the content 
of their talk. Furthermore, they face a strong audience bias.  
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Empowering International Speakers: An Approach to 

Clear and Dynamic Communication in English

In this article I propose an approach to help non-native 
speakers of English improve their oral communication 
skills. I developed this approach as a research fellow and 
then director of the Program in Speaking and Learning 
at Harvard University’s Derek Bok Center for Teaching 
and Learning.  While I initially created these methods for 
academics, I find them equally effective when working with 
international speakers such as business executives, politi-
cians, lawyers, religious leaders, doctors, and other public 
figures. This article does not deal with teaching English 
as a second language (ESL). The international speakers 
discussed here have a broad vocabulary, proficient grammar 
and good reading, writing, and oral comprehension. Their 
main challenge is to more effectively engage their audience. 
They aim to improve the overall intelligibility and dyna-
mism of their speech. 

* * *

Kirill got tenure at an age when many scholars are still in 
graduate school. He has published several highly influential 
books and articles, and co-authored a textbook. When he 
came to Harvard several years ago he was considered a hot-

Rebekah Maggor teaches dramatic texts in performance 
in the Department of English at Vanderbilt University. 
She taught rhetoric and public speaking at Harvard 
College and was founding director of the Program in 
Speaking and Learning at Harvard’s Derek Bok Center. 
She has coached voice, speech and dialects on Broadway, 
in regional theater, film and television, and consulted for 
PBS and NPR. She is an Associate Teacher of Fitzmaurice 
Voicework and an Associate Editor of the International 
Dialects of English Archive. She holds an M.F.A. from the 
American Repertory Theatre and B.A. from Columbia 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [V

oi
ce

 &
 S

pe
ec

h 
Tr

ai
ne

rs
 A

ss
oc

ia
tio

n]
 a

t 0
9:

00
 0

1 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
4 



179

A World of Voice
Voice & Speech Review

Audience members who have difficulty grasping the content 
of a presentation tend to incorrectly attribute that difficulty 
to language barriers.  As a result, international speakers’ 
presentation skills have to meet higher standards than those 
of their native-speaking peers.

The approach I describe here is different from many tradi-
tional pedagogical methods of teaching oral communication 
to non-native speakers of English, which focus primarily on 
pronunciation. Hundreds of books and courses offer “ac-
cent reduction” or “accent elimination.”  They promise to 
make the speaker sound like an American by teaching him 
a “standard” or “general” American accent.  As one book 
explains, learning the “Standard American Speech model” 
will “give you clear and professional sounding speech” 
(Peterson 2008, 1). But a non-native speaker need not adopt 
this hypothetical standard American accent to communi-
cate cogently and effectively.  International speakers bring 
different perspectives and ways of thinking to the academic 
community. Much of this is reflected in the way they com-
municate. When the speaker asks himself “how can I engage 
this audience with my ideas?” the answer is rarely, if ever, 
to eliminate his accent and adopt a different speaking style. 
Using my methods, instead of aiming to sound American, 
non-native speakers build on their existing skills while 
working to improve overall intelligibility and flexibility.

Many elements in my approach are inspired by the voice 
and speech training of actors. My colleagues Dudley Knight 
and Philip Thompson developed an innovative training 
method called “Speechwork: Experiencing Speech and 
Experiencing Accents.” (Knight-Thompson 2010). Theirs 
is a “physical-based approach” that focuses on experienc-
ing and analyzing all the actions of speech. Rather than 
teaching their students a single accent pattern—the canoni-
cal “Good American Speech” or “Standard American”—
Knight and Thompson emphasize pluralism and plasticity.  
Through a physical exploration of the actions of speech, 
their students gain the flexibility to assume any dialect 
appropriate for a specific role or occasion. They shift away 
from the almost exclusive focus on proper pronunciation 
to the “Detail Model of American Speech,” which teaches 
students to add or take away linguistic detail depending on 
the character they portray, their audience, and the space in 
which they perform. In his article “In the Cause of Freer 
Speech,” Mike Boehm gives a pithy description of Knight-
Thompson Speechwork: “Master the physicality of sound, 
acquire a body-memory of the possibilities of speech, and 
you are ready to jump into whatever accent, whatever mode 
of talking, may be required” (Los Angeles Times, December 3, 
2000). 

Another central Knight-Thompson innovation is a greater 
emphasis on voice pedagogy. They recognize the indis-
soluble connection between speech actions and vocal 

production. They integrate voice training approaches, such 
as Fitzmaurice Voicework, to help actors develop powerful 
and supple voices capable of great variation in pitch and 
volume. Rather than defining a normative euphonic sound, 
their students gain skills to develop a range of tones and 
timbres effective for different characters and occasions.  
Their method ultimately improves clear communication—
intelligibility—while allowing for a greater diversity of 
speaking styles.  My own approach builds on their theoreti-
cal and practical foundation. As non-native speakers let go 
of the preoccupation with sounding American, they shift 
their attention to enhancing voice and speech techniques.  
This ultimately helps them to more effectively commu-
nicate with their audience, while encouraging them to 
develop their unique style of speaking in English.

Inspired by Knight and Thompson’s approach, I have 
developed seven strategies that consistently help interna-
tional speakers achieve clear and dynamic communication 
in any setting, from large public lectures to more intimate 
interviews. The strategies break down into two overarch-
ing categories—mindset and practice. The speaker si-
multaneously reconsiders his thinking about his audience 
and what constitutes effective speaking while practicing 
exercises that, over time, allow him to form new speak-
ing habits. Rather than trying to eliminate his accent, he 
instead focuses on speaking clearly with an accent.  As long 
as his speech is intelligible, his accent can make a powerful 
contribution to his ethos as a speaker.   With this outlook, 
he develops effortlessly coherent speech through work on 
the combined areas of pronunciation, articulation, pacing, 
and voice. At the same time, it is important not to discard 
the many good speaking habits the speaker brings from his 
native language.  These older practices provide a founda-
tion that he can build on while speaking English. They are 
vital to developing a unique and vibrant public speaking 
persona. Throughout this process, he develops the skill of 
focusing his attention on his audience, so he can adjust and 
adapt to every speaking situation.  

1.  Speaking Clearly with an Accent

Many international speakers assume that the root of all 
their speaking ills is their foreign accent. They request 
coaching in “accent reduction.” My experience has shown 
that a foreign accent in itself is rarely a genuine obstacle 
to effective public speaking.  As long as the non-native 
speaker is intelligible, his accent can in fact be an advan-
tage.  The speaker’s native linguistic identity is an essential 
part of his temperament.  It adds gravitas, validity, and even 
magnetism to presentations or lectures.  The emphasis on 
eliminating a foreign accent in these cases is not only coun-
terproductive but also distracts from viable and far more 
critical goals.  Rather than eliminate their accents, it 
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While this focused approach is less daunting, it nonethe-
less remains an intimidating challenge for many speak-
ers to alter any aspect of their pronunciation.  Speakers 
commonly assume that even the smallest shift demands 
an inherent gift for language. They will say things like “I 
just don’t have a good ear.” A “good ear,” however, is not 
necessary for changing pronunciation. Instead of trying to 
hear the nuances of phonetic sounds, it is more effective 
for the speaker to feel the physical actions, or mechanics, 
of speech. By gaining practical knowledge of the mechan-
ics of speech almost any speaker at any age can quickly and 
dramatically increase the clarity of his speech. When the 
speaker understands the range and combination of move-
ments in the tongue, lips, soft palate, and jaw, he can make 
almost any sound. As he learns to control and isolate these 
muscles, he is better able to alter his pronunciation as well 
as add varying level of detail to his speech. For example, if a 
Chinese speaker does not hear the difference between sung 
>Vࣜغ@ and sun >VࣜQ], hearing someone repeatedly model 
the word with the correct pronunciation is more irritating 
than helpful. When he discovers how to move the tip of his 
tongue to the alveolar ridge, rather than lifting the middle 
of the tongue to the soft palate, he can feel the difference 
and alter his pronunciation. Once he can physically distin-
guish between the speech actions, he can typically hear the 
difference as well. 

Focusing on the physical actions of speech is an approach 
I adapted directly from Knight-Thompson Speechwork.  
Their training begins with an exploration of anatomy and 
the physical mechanics of articulation before attaching 
sounds to letters or symbols. When a speaker sees a familiar 
symbol or letter, he associates a habitual action with it, 
which may or may not be phonetically accurate for the 
target sound or language. In other cases, he has long ago 
deemed himself incapable of pronouncing certain sounds 
and consciously relies on a substitute sound that is easier 
for him to pronounce.  He can gain awareness of these false 
associations and begin to master new articulations by freely 
exploring the actions of speech.  Later, symbols and letters 
can be reintroduced, and attached to the newfound aware-
ness of the physical actions involved.  In short, he feels the 
sound first before he tries to see it or hear it. 

Fahad, a doctoral candidate in anthropology from Qatar re-
alized /p/ as [b]. There is no /p/ in Arabic and he had given 
up on correcting this sound. Without making reference to 
letters or symbols, I told him to bring both lips together, 
build up a pocket of air behind the closed lips, and let the 
air explode. He made a [p] sound. Next I told him repeat 
the same action, but add voice at the time of explosion. He 
made a [b] sound. Through this simple exercise he gained 
a physical memory for the difference between voiced and 
unvoiced bilabial plosives. Before breaking down the me-
chanics he did not have conscious control over the muscles 
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is better for international speakers to focus their efforts on 
the goal of speaking clearly with an accent. 

Certain altered pronunciations by non-native speakers 
do not stand in the way of intelligibility, and there is little 
reason to invest extensive time and effort trying to adjust 
or change them. For example, Kirill tapped or trilled his 
intervocalic /r/ (used >ޞ@ or [r] in place of >ޗ@ or ≯૬ @.) This 
altered pronunciation did not hurt his intelligibility. On 
the other hand, his occasional tendency to realize /h/ as >С@ 
made entire sentences incomprehensible for his academic 
audience.  

It is helpful for the international speaker to hear a record-
ing of excellent orators speaking in accented English, 
particularly when the orator originates from his home 
country (or the same linguistic background). For Kirill I 
played a recording of the legendary head of the Moscow 
Art Theatre School, Anatoly Smeliansky. Professor Sme-
liansky speaks with a thick Russian accent. He trills his /r/ 
with flair, his /h/ crackles forth as a resounding fricative [x]; 
he sits deep into his vowels, turning diphthongs into triph-
thongs and triphthongs into quadraphthongs.  His numer-
ous mispronunciations and erroneous emphases reveal him 
as a bookworm who has never actually heard many of the 
words in his extensive English vocabulary spoken aloud by 
a native speaker. Despite these inaccuracies, his lectures are 
not only intelligible, they are spellbinding. His knowledge 
of Russian drama is unparalleled. He lays out a power-
ful argument and supports it with the detailed narrative 
evidence of a master storyteller. His delivery is self-assured 
and unselfconscious. Even when he mispronounces a word, 
the audience understands him because his pacing is slow, 
his articulation muscular, and his pitch variation dynamic. If 
Professor Smelianksy were to suddenly eliminate that rich, 
rolling Russian accent he would ruin the unique character, 
melody, and rhythm of his lectures. Hearing this recording 
empowered Kirill to relish aspects of his own accent. He 
could savor the sounds which add richness and color to his 
speech and alter the handful of pronunciations that actually 
obstruct his intelligibility. 

2.  Exploring the Mechanics of Speech

Some international speakers, like Kirill, start out with a 
fairly intelligible accent, while other international speak-
ers have heavier accents that impede intelligibility. These 
speakers need more time to identify and alter the sounds 
obstructing the clarity of their speech. Rather than “reduc-
ing” an accent, it is more useful to think of the process as 
improving intelligibility. Again, the goal is not to eliminate 
the accent, but to bring the speaker to a level of compre-
hensibility that allows him to be effortlessly understood. 
The speaker focuses on making the necessary pronuncia-
tion changes rather than perfecting an accent. 
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involved in making these sounds, nor did he understand the 
concept of voiced/unvoiced pairs.  With some practice he 
integrated the new sound into his speech.

There are two approaches to exploring the mechanics of 
speech, depending on the amount of time the speaker can 
devote to this training. When the speaker is pressed for 
time it is possible to identify sounds that need changing 
and practice the mechanics of those sounds alone. This 
method is highly effective in instantly raising the speaker’s 
level of intelligibility. However, I have found that exploring 
all the actions of speech methodically, by going through a 
blank chart of the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), 
is the best approach for a more profound and permanent 
improvement of intelligibility. It may seem like a con-
tradiction to suggest that the international speaker alter 
only the sounds that obfuscate his intelligibility and then 
also advocate a systematic exploration of all the actions of 
speech. Yet exploring all the actions of these sounds will, as 
Thompson writes, expand the speaker’s “range of linguistic 
possibility” (Thompson 2007, 349-58).  It gives the speaker 
an understanding of how to not only alter specific areas of 
pronunciation, but also sharpen his overall articulation. He 
can adapt his level of detail, depending on a specific speak-
ing situation. When he is in a large lecture hall he can hit 
certain consonants and draw out certain vowels, while in 
an intimate meeting he can speak more casually, by leav-
ing out some linguistic detail.   Exploring all the mechanics 
of speech also empowers him to understand the proxim-
ity between sounds in his own language and sounds which 
are difficult for him to pronounce in English. He becomes 
adept at creating and perfecting new sounds by building 
on familiar actions.  The goal of a complete exploration 
of the mechanics of speech is not accent elimination; such 
an exploration is a highly effective approach to improving 
intelligibility and empowering the speaker to adapt nimbly 
to various speaking situations.  

3.  Muscular Articulation and Pacing

Articulation, Pacing, and the Accent Bias
After observing hundreds of lectures and seminars and 
reading the correlating student evaluations, I have noticed a 
common bias: audiences tend to hold international speak-
ers to higher standards of clarity than native speakers of 
English. When students have a hard time understanding an 
international speaker of English, they are quick to lay blame 
on accent and tune out. When I observed the lectures of 
faculty or teaching assistants who received complaints 
from students about their accents I found, not surprisingly, 
that accent was only a part of the picture. In some cases a 
speaker’s accent was indeed unintelligible, but in other cases 
a speaker’s pronunciation was more than satisfactory. There 
were usually several elements contributing to the instruc-
tor’s lack of clarity. The first area involved content. The 

instructor’s lectures may have been poorly organized or 
pitched above the heads of the undergraduates. Even when 
a lecture is superbly organized, quantum physics or high 
modernism is complicated. In some cases a student was 
unprepared for an advanced level course and blamed his 
difficulties on the instructor’s “really heavy accent.” In the 
area of delivery, many instructors spoke rapidly and with 
a low level of linguistic detail. In other words, they rushed 
and did not articulate well. Rather than pinpointing these 
specific elements of delivery, the students wrote general 
comments like “his accent makes him hard to understand.”  

Whatever the actual causes of a student’s frustration, it is 
apparent that an accent bias exists. Recent neurological 
research may provide evidence of such a bias. A 2010 study 
of non-native accent perception, conducted by the Voice 
Neural Cognition Laboratory at the University of Glasgow 
in Scotland, found that an area of the brain called the tem-
poral voice area (TVA) “tuned out a bit” when volunteers 
were asked to process information spoken in accents differ-
ent from their own. When the same volunteers heard in-
formation spoken in versions of their own accent “the TVA 
actually perked up a lot.” While the researchers do not yet 
know why this reaction occurs they hope that this kind 
of research “may eventually give us new insights into the 
prejudice and snobbery that often accompany reactions to 
other people’s accents” (University of Glasgow 2010). The 
Glasgow study does not mention how the listening samples 
of different accents vary in terms of linguistic detail, pac-
ing, and voice. It would be interesting to find out whether 
these same volunteers reacted differently to variations of 
these elements by the same speaker. How would the TVA 
react, for example, to an accented speaker who significantly 
increases his intelligibility through muscular articulation 
and a slower pace? 

From practical experience in the classroom, I would ven-
ture to theorize that at least part of the bias against accents 
is due to perceived level of effort on the part of the listener. 
When the listener hears a foreign accent or a dialect of 
English different from his own, he might hastily assume 
that following this speaker’s lecture demands a higher level 
of concentration and tune out.  One way for a speaker to 
dispel this assumption is to strive for effortlessly intelligible 
speech. The goal should be this: within the first thirty sec-
onds of a talk, the international speaker expresses himself 
with such deliberate clarity that he obliterates any need for 
increased effort by the listeners. His muscular articulation 
and excellent pace allow them to forget accent and focus 
on content. Student evaluations show that international 
instructors with exceptional intelligibility receive signifi-
cantly fewer comments on their accent and more specific 
comments on content, organization and pedagogy. 
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over-articulate. He then adjusts it for an actual presenta-
tion. The challenge here is that usually the speaker feels he 
is over-articulating when he may have changed very little 
about his speech. Having the speaker listen to a record-
ing of himself will help build an accurate perception of his 
speech. Through exercises that compel him to step out of 
his comfort zone (such as attempting an exercise in a non-
traditional space), the speaker can make significant change. 
When the speaker stands on the edge of a huge field and 
yells across to a colleague at the other side he immediately 
opens his mouth wide, hits consonants with force and elon-
gates vowels. Alternatively, the speaker can stand on one 
end of a large room and attempt to communicate with a 
colleague on the other end, speaking in a whisper, or using 
no voice at all. When the speaker depends entirely on the 
friction, shape and movement of vowels and consonants, 
without voice, he gains a physical experience of increased 
articulation. The physical memory of this experience helps 
him adjust the level of linguistic detail in his habitual public 
speaking. 

Pacing Transformation through Discrete Sentences and Active 
Pauses
Hitting consonants with force and elongating vowels slows 
down the general pace of speech. Pausing between sen-
tences further transforms the speed of one’s speech. What 
does it mean to pause? When told “you need to pause 
more” many speakers stop awkwardly between sentences 
and hold their breath. They presume that a pause is a 
moment devoid of speech or action. This inactive type of 
pause constricts the general flow and pace of the speech, 
builds tension, and causes shortness of breath. An active 
pause is an intake of breath. A pause as an intake of breath 
between sentences relaxes and grounds a speaker. In this 
instance the intake of breath is intimately connected with 
the thought process. As Catherine Fitzmaurice explains in 
her essay “Breathing is Meaning,” “’inspiration’ denotes 
both the physical act of breathing in, and the mental act of 
creating a thought” (Fitzmaurice 1997, 247-55). When I 
first suggest the technique of breathing between sentences 
some speakers take luxurious inhalations and exhalations 
of breath, as if they are in a yoga class. Obviously breath-
ing in this manner between every sentence is ungainly and 
time-consuming. By breathing between sentences I mean 
that the speaker takes one efficient intake of breath—the 
ribs expand quickly, the belly releases, and a nice volume 
of air rushes into the lungs. The speaker feels replenished, 
energized and, without holding his breath, immediately 
continues his speech. 

Active pausing goes hand in hand with discrete sentences. 
In order to control the breathing between sentences, the 
speaker shortens his sentences and ends them with purpose.  
If we were to transcribe our own impromptu speech, many 
of us (both international and native speakers) would dis-
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There are a few interesting challenges for international 
speakers in attaining this high level of intelligibility. Many 
speakers equate speed with fluency and worry that if they 
take their time, they will sound as if they have poor Eng-
lish language skills.  To avoid drawing attention to their 
accent or possible grammatical errors, some international 
speakers, whether knowingly or unknowingly, speed up and 
mumble certain words. When the international speaker is 
of the mindset that clarity of content and connecting with 
the audience outweigh avoiding or covering up the oc-
casional error, speaking with outstanding articulation and 
pacing becomes an achievable goal. 

Approaching Articulation
Before making some basic suggestions for specific exercises 
to improve articulation and pacing, I would like to include 
a few observations on how best to introduce speech and 
voice work to academics or other public speakers without 
a background in acting. Almost none of the international 
speakers I encounter in academia have acting or voice 
and speech training.  Unlike actors, who are accustomed 
to stretching and making funny faces during a voice and 
speech warm-up, many international speakers find such 
exercises strange, silly or intimidating. There are three 
ways I encourage participation. First, I add a brief explana-
tion before each exercise. Understanding the reasoning 
and desired result behind each exercise builds trust and 
encourages risk taking. Second, I lead exercises with full 
commitment. By taking the lead with unapologetic confi-
dence, I assure the participants that each exercise is serious 
and practical. Third, I eliminate on-lookers. Those pres-
ent can either participate or leave the room. When every 
person participates—even people who may have only come 
to observe—everybody feels more comfortable and willing 
to experiment with these new exercises. The preceding sug-
gestions may appear obvious to the voice and speech coach, 
but for those without time or access to serious long-term 
voice and speech training, a few simple exercises can make 
an enormous difference.  

Each speaker builds an individual speech warm-up that 
addresses his specific challenges.  He begins with an 
articulation warm-up that stretches the jaw, tongue, lips, 
and palette. The warm-up might include a combination of 
slapping and massaging the articulator muscles, stretching, 
gurning and tongue twisters. (An extensive list of specific 
articulation exercises can be found in the Knight-Thomp-
son workbook “Experiencing Speech.” In addition, Patsy 
Rodenburg, in her excellent book The Right to Speak: Work-
ing with the Voice, suggests many useful speech exercises for 
non-actors.) For the last part of the warm-up the speaker 
practices with material from an actual lecture. He focuses 
on hitting final consonants and elongating emphasized 
syllables of operative words. During the warm-up exer-
cises, the speaker attempts to exaggerate his articulation, or 
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cover that our habit is to speak in lengthy run-on sentences. 
Phrases follow one after the other, trailing superfluous 
conjunctions, adverbs, and fillers. In a native speaker this 
habit can make speech hard to follow; for an international 
speaker, already dealing with accent bias, it provides the 
perfect excuse for his audience to tune out. An example of 
this common speech pattern comes from Lucy, a captivat-
ing doctoral candidate in sociology from Mexico. Students 
praised the passion she conveyed for the material, but 
complained that her accent was hard to understand. A video 
of her section revealed that while her pronunciation and 
articulation were excellent, she spoke remarkably quickly, 
in long run-on sentences with few pauses. On average, each 
sentence was the length of a paragraph. Here is an example 
from her section, in which she spoke from notes:

So, we can see here on this slide that, uh, uh, uh, in South Los 
Angeles around forty-five percent of the food options are fast food, 
versus only sixteen percent of restaurants in the higher-income 
West Los Angeles and, uh, uh, to actually give you an example of 
the reality on the ground , uh, uh, you see, uh, in some neighbor-
hoods, as one resident said, you can’t buy a salad within twenty 
minutes of this neighborhood and so, uh, uh, for communities 
trying to make healthy choices and to, uh, uh, in some way, change 
their eating habits, it’s very hard, or, uh, in other words almost 
impossible to, uh, to make any kind of practical and sustainable 
change. 

I asked Lucy to shorten her sentences, and take an active 
pause in between each sentence. Specifically, I instructed 
her to make her sentences “comically short.”  After several 
attempts she spoke the following:

Take a look at this slide. In South Los Angeles around forty-five 
percent of the food options are fast food versus only sixteen percent 
of restaurants in the higher-income West Los Angeles. The reality 
on the ground is bleak. In many neighborhoods you’d have to drive 
twenty minutes to buy a salad. There are no healthy options. That 
makes it next to impossible for communities to make any kind of 
healthy and sustainable changes to their diet.

As with most exercises, when the speaker feels she is exag-
gerating to an extreme, she usually hits the mark.  Lucy 
was convinced that this speech pattern slowed her pacing 
down to a crawl. When she heard the recording of herself 
she changed her mind. “It’s much clearer. Better organized. 
I sound like I really know what I’m talking about. And I 
quit saying ‘um’ all the time.” She also mentioned the other 
powerful effect of distinct sentences and active pauses. 
“Pausing—breathing—in between sentences gives me time 
to think about what I’m saying. It helps me stay calm and 
think on my feet.” This speech pattern also gives the audi-
ence more time to absorb the speaker’s ideas.   In addition, 
practicing aloud with this technique refines not only the 
delivery, but also the content and organization of lectures.

4.  Voice

Let us return to Kirill, our political science professor from 
the beginning of the article. I mentioned that his voice 
sounded “smaller, tenser, and higher pitched” when he 
lectured. He said he felt “like a different person” in pub-
lic speaking situations. The change in his voice and his 
discomfort stemmed from a high level of tension. For Kirill 
the tension was most evident in the neck, upper chest and 
shoulders. Perspicacious speakers like Kirill regularly have 
an unconscious notion that there exists a direct path from 
the brain to the mouth. They may not have thought about 
the fact that producing voice demands, as Fitzmaurice 
points out, the involvement of many physical structures 
from “the diaphragm, intercostal, abdominal and back 
muscles; larynx; articulators; body form and cavities.”  The 
speaker who combines muscular articulation and excellent 
pacing with a flexible and resonant voice creates not only 
an intelligible, but also a compelling delivery. Creating this 
level of captivating delivery takes a willingness to explore 
and develop the physical connection between voice and 
body.

International speakers face the usual intense pressures of 
speaking in public, along with the added stress of express-
ing themselves in a foreign language. As a result of this 
added burden, they frequently feel an immense increase 
in physical tension. Many of them are acutely aware of 
this new and taxing tension. Because of this keen aware-
ness, international speakers can be relatively open-minded 
and enthusiastic about trying physical exercises aimed 
at releasing tension and developing the voice. As with 
any voice student, the international speaker studies the 
two basic components of voice work: tension release and 
isolated vocal support. I approach this process in different 
ways depending on the background of the speaker and the 
amount of time I have to work with him. The most difficult 
challenge is to balance voice work with other demands. For 
Kirill the physical tension was at the core of the challenges 
he faced as a speaker. For other speakers, whose level of 
intelligibility is not as strong, articulation exercises will 
dominate the warm-up and subsequent exercises. 

With Kirill, I started out with some simple stretches to 
open his intercostal muscles and release tension in the neck 
and torso.  During the second session I added some floor 
exercises and a few Fitzmaurice tremors for relaxation and 
breath-flow. A crucial element in the tension release was 
finding what Fitzmaurice calls the “fluffy” voice, or the 
released voice, on the unstructured outbreath. Just hearing 
and feeling this resonant sound made Kirill aware of how 
much pressure he normally exerted on his vocal chords. For 
building support we first located the most internal abdomi-
nal muscle (the transversus abdominis). One of several 
helpful exercises was leaning forward with straight back, 
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speaker can identify his good habits in his native tongue he 
can, with practice, integrate them into his English speaking.
An excellent way to uncover these good native language 
habits is to ask the speaker to present a short two-minute 
talk in English, immediately followed by a short talk in his 
native tongue. Through this juxtaposition he may identify 
glaring differences between his pacing, volume and muscu-
larity of articulation in the two languages. Realizing these 
differences is the first step to integrating these good habits 
to his public speaking in English. The speaker also discov-
ers habits that affect matters beyond basic intelligibility, 
and which impact his ability to engage his audience. 

Eva, a professor of Islamic Art History from Austria and 
a world-renowned expert on medieval manuscripts, was 
in the midst of preparing for a keynote address at a major 
conference, when she received a few student comments 
about her accent.  I watched a video of a recent lecture. She 
stood stiffly behind the podium and read her lecture verba-
tim from a printed page. She spoke with little pitch varia-
tion and her voice sunk frequently into glottal fry.  Her 
accent was light, but she barely opened her mouth, which 
had the effect of making her articulation wispy and full of 
delicate, but undifferentiated consonants. I asked her to 
give the first few moments of this same lecture in German. 
She leaned her elbows slightly on the podium and filled 
her lungs with air. Her voice was not creaky, but warm and 
full. Her consonants were distinct and she elongated her 
vowels beautifully with elegant pitch variation. She opened 
her mouth to let the sound out. After a few minutes I asked 
her to stop and reflect on the experience. She noticed the 
differences in stance, and volume. I asked her to give the 
same lecture again in English, but emulate the stance and 
volume she used in German. She relaxed her stance behind 
the podium and concentrated on infusing more volume. 
Her clarity improved slightly, but it was still not effortlessly 
intelligible. I asked her to focus on opening her mouth and 
hitting her final consonants, as she had in German. This 
was a key change for her. She had developed a habit of 
tensing her lips and jaw when speaking in English. Defus-
ing this tension encouraged her to breathe, allowed her to 
articulate more muscularly, and eliminated the glottal fry, 
which instantly infused her speech with greater pitch varia-
tion. 

Eva’s case also demonstrates the extraordinary effect that 
reading verbatim has on a speaker’s delivery. Some inter-
national speakers prefer reading aloud from a text because 
they can avoid fishing for the right word choice and phras-
ing. Reading aloud, however, demands a different skill set 
from speaking more extemporaneously. Unless the speaker 
has considerable experience and practice reading aloud 
in English, this form of delivery intensifies the speaker’s 
accent and hurts her ability to connect with the audience. 
Speaking from notes, instead of a full text, is helpful in a 
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hands on knees and breathing out with swift “fff, fff, fff.” 
Next we focused on recreating the released rich sound with 
structure and intention. For Kirill the trick was vocalizing 
without tensing his neck. Rolling the head gently while 
humming was a useful start. Another beneficial exercise was 
counting in increments and taking an efficient and relaxed 
breath between each increment: “One. (Breath). One, two. 
(Breath). One, two, three. (Breath).” Etc. This exercise 
revealed Kirill’s tendency to tense his shoulders and neck 
on the inhalation and breathe “up.” Two exercises that 
helped restructure his in-breath were placing the hands on 
the back ribs and imagining that, for each inhalation, he 
was sending the breath into his palms. Next, with his hands 
hanging comfortably at his sides, he imagined sending the 
breath down through the tailbone. Following relaxation 
and support exercises we did a number of exercises to 
broaden his pitch range, such as sirens and scales. After sev-
eral sessions of warm-ups and voice exercises Kirill began 
to feel a noticeable difference in his undergraduate lectures. 
“I feel more in control.” He added, “Sometimes it’s actu-
ally fun to add a bit of color to a word with more volume 
or a pitch change. I didn’t know how to consciously do that 
before.” 

Physical voice work of this kind can be a revelation for the 
speaker. But Kirill expressed a concern common to many of 
the speakers I’ve worked with in this way. In higher-stakes 
situations, like large conference presentations or television 
interviews, Kirill feared that attempting to concentrate 
simultaneously on wording, organization, articulation, 
breathing, pausing, volume, and pitch variation would 
render him speechless. In these instances he felt he needed 
to concentrate fully on explaining content logically to his 
audience. I think this attitude is correct. The best way to 
make substantial and long-term change is to practice new 
techniques in low-stakes situations over an extended period 
of time. For example, Kirill would choose one or possibly 
two things to work on during his small graduate seminar 
or even during lunch with a colleague. One afternoon he 
might choose to focus on releasing his neck muscles while 
talking and not raising his shoulders when taking an in-
breath. Another day he might focus on hitting final conso-
nants and adding more pitch variation. After a time these 
once-new techniques, which demanded a conscious effort 
to sustain, turn into habit and become an unconscious ele-
ment of his public speaking. 

5.  Building on Good Habits

Many international speakers have certain highly effective 
communication skills in their native language which they 
do not use in English. They may talk more slowly, loudly, 
and articulate more deliberately in their mother tongue. 
Mastery of their own language allows them to speak less 
self-consciously and focus on content. If the international 
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myriad of ways. When Eva lectured in German, she spoke 
more extemporaneously. She briefly glanced at her paper to 
remind herself of major points and made direct eye contact 
with the audience. Her phrasing was more conversational 
and easier to follow.  She also revealed an unexpected 
charisma when she was able to directly engage with the 
audience. She was surprised by how much of the content 
she remembered without looking down at the paper. After 
this experience, Eva committed to delivering her lectures 
in English from a detailed outline, rather than reading a 
complete text. This change drastically improved both her 
intelligibility and her ability to engage her audience. 

To create a public persona the speaker draws not only from 
good habits in her native language, but also from speak-
ing habits she may have used in other areas of her life.  All 
speakers do some form of code-switching, or speaking in 
different ways to different people in different situations. 
The speaker can transfer speaking habits from one life situ-
ation to another. As an example of how powerful this simple 
technique can be, consider the case of Liu, a young profes-
sor in applied mathematics from Shanghai. At the same 
time that his cutting-edge research was breaking boundaries 
in his field, his undergraduate students claimed that he was 
hard to understand and could not teach the basic material 
of his introductory course. I observed one of Liu’s classes 
together with a colleague from his department. My col-
league assured me that Liu explained the material quite 
capably. Liu’s accent was rather heavy, but fairly intelligible. 
His soft, half-muttered speech was hard to hear. He spoke 
quickly, routinely fixing his gaze on the chalkboard. The 
hesitant nature of his delivery gave the impression that he 
did not know what he was talking about. 

In one-on-one speaking Liu was more relaxed. He spoke 
more intelligibly and at a slower pace, but was still ex-
tremely quiet. His manner was not significantly different 
when I asked him to speak in Chinese. He used slightly 
more volume, but continued to rush. I asked if he had ever 
spoken in public outside of academia. He mentioned that he 
had worked as a tutor for grade school children in China. I 
asked him to demonstrate, in Chinese, how he taught these 
children. He found this exercise strange, but played along. 
He stood up at the front of the room and elongated his 
spine. He seemed to grow three inches. He raised his eyes 
from the floor and in a deep and resonant voice addressed 
his imaginary students. I told Liu that all he needed to do 
was use this strong voice with his undergraduate students. 
He cringed; he saw no connection between grade school 
children and Harvard undergraduates. He was afraid he 
would insult his students. I explained that he could cre-
ate a powerful public speaking persona by combining his 
observant and insightful academic side with the volume and 
confidence of his grade school tutor persona. I asked him 
to explain a mathematical concept to me in English, while 

pretending to be a grade school teacher. As I had expected, 
the combination was delightful. His volume and enuncia-
tion were effortlessly clear. He appeared assertive, but 
modest, and in no way condescending. When he finished 
I asked him to describe his performance. He was certain 
that he had sounded patronizing and unpleasant. When we 
listened to the recording together he laughed and said the 
person on the recording sounded like the kind of confident 
lecturer he had always wanted to be. 

6.  Creation of a Public Persona 

Not all speakers harbor an inspiring and half-forgotten 
past like Liu. If a speaker cannot mine his own experience 
for different modes of expression, he can draw inspiration 
from other speakers, particularly great orators. By study-
ing the delivery of these orators, the international speaker 
adds range and dynamism to his speech. The speaker does 
not aim to imitate these orators, but to extract specific ele-
ments of their delivery to combine with his own. In order 
to help the speaker analyze and experience these elements 
he finds a recording of a speech or poem and memorizes a 
one-minute section. The orator he chooses should have a 
style that suits his temperament.  As the speaker prepares to 
recite the selection, he focuses on the dynamics which he 
most wishes to infuse in his own speech.  

Tomoko, a visiting professor of comparative literature, and 
an internationally-cited expert on Japanese popular culture, 
felt her voice sounded “small” and “hurried” in English.  
For American audiences, she wanted to combine a more 
direct and confident tone with her modest and soft-spoken 
style. She had recently seen a video of Maya Angelou recit-
ing a poem. She was struck by Angelou’s rich voice and 
her use of meaningful pauses.  As she memorized a section 
of the poem she marked Angelou’s breaths. She noticed 
that Angelou appeared physically calm, which reminded 
Tomoko to work on relaxing her neck and shoulders when 
she spoke. Her recitation was astounding; she seemed to 
have transformed her speaking habits entirely. Her voice 
dropped comfortably into a lower base tone. Her pauses 
consisted of a calm intake of breath. This revised pacing 
gave her words a gravity of a sort that only silence can 
provide. Tomoko then tried to transfer this same place-
ment of voice, easy breathing, and calm, lingering pauses 
into her own words. At first she feared that modeling her 
lecture style after a poetry recitation would sound ridicu-
lous.  When she heard the recording of herself speaking 
she changed her mind. “I thought I was exaggerating much 
more. It doesn’t sound like a recitation; it just sounds like 
I have something important to say.” She later commented 
that putting on her “poet” persona allowed her to feel 
completely in control. The calm, regular breaths, combined 
with the overall slower pace, enabled her to think on the 
spot.  
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Speech: The On-Going Debate,” Dudley Knight points 
out that Good American Speech is an artificial creation; 
“no Americans actually spoke it unless educated to do so.” 
Theoretically, anyone with the gumption to adopt a new 
dialect could acquire Good American Speech. International 
speakers as well as native English speakers from differ-
ent circumstances and regions of the country studied this 
dialect. Learning a uniform manner of expression was one 
instrument that promised to provide all speakers, no matter 
their background, access to the same forums and resources. 
On the other hand, labeling one dialect as superior to an-
other by calling it “good” or “standard” is to deem all other 
regional, social, and ethnic dialects inferior. As Knight 
writes, the distinctly Anglo-Saxon inspired Good American 
Speech was “mired in a self-serving and archaic notion of 
Euphony, and in a model of class, ethnic, and racial hierar-
chy” (Knight 2000, 177). 

In academia today, as in so many other fields, globaliza-
tion has radically expanded the geographical reach of our 
institutions.   Professors and students come from increas-
ingly diverse ethnic, racial, religious, and linguistic back-
grounds. It is no longer desirable or even tenable to expect 
such a heterogonous population to speak in the same way. 
For better and for worse, we have abandoned the project of 
creating a common American accent.  In light of these new 
challenges, my method aims to accommodate pluralism 
even while enhancing communication in a diverse com-
munity. One distinct advantage of expanding the accepted 
forms of communication in English is the unique perspec-
tives international speakers contribute to the academic 
community.  Embracing a rigorous level of intelligibility 
while building on, rather than discarding, certain native 
linguistic habits and modes of expression empowers inter-
national speakers to express themselves with distinctiveness, 
clarity, and purpose.  �
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7.  Focus on the Audience

As a number of these examples show, a speaker’s internal 
concept of intelligibility and dynamism is often very dif-
ferent from that of the listener. What the speaker perceives 
as exaggerated enunciation and volume and an excessively 
slow pace is often appropriately clear and expressive to the 
audience. The speaker can adjust his perception of his own 
delivery by listening to recordings or watching videos of 
himself. But it is also essential to build the skill of reading 
and reacting to the audience in the moment, or while in the 
midst of delivering a talk.   Rather than fixating on his own 
speech, he directs his attention outwards and concentrates 
on reaching his audience. Based on the cues he receives, 
he adjusts his presentation style and content. He makes 
eye contact, not for the sake of making eye contact, but to 
confirm that his listeners understand him. Based on their 
responses, he knows to adjust his volume, increase the de-
tail or vigorousness of his articulation, or add an additional 
example to clarify a point. 

A powerful metaphor for the desired connection between 
speaker and audience is the simple act of playing catch with 
a ball. As Nancy Houfek points out in her video The Act of 
Teaching, the speaker focuses his attention not on himself, 
but on “landing his message” with the audience (Houfek 
2007). Every form of public speaking—from large lecture 
to intimate seminar— is a game of catch, a dialogue rather 
than a monologue. When playing catch, one goes through 
three motions: making eye contact, throwing the ball, and 
checking to see if the other person caught it. This physical 
exercise corresponds to the actions of an engaged speaker. 
Making eye contact is a way for the speaker to both check 
in with the audience and prepare them. He asks with his 
eyes, “Are you ready?” He then throws out an idea, just 
as he would throw a ball. As he tosses out ideas he checks 
to see if they are landing with the audience. Through eye 
contact or through direct questioning he asks “Did you get 
it?” This cycle repeats throughout a presentation. Are you 
ready? – Throw out an idea. – Did you catch it? Taking the 
attention off himself and placing it on the audience not 
only helps the speaker improve his technical delivery, it also 
liberates him from a great deal of onerous self-conscious-
ness.

* * *

There are quite a few similarities between the approach 
I suggest here and the older systems of teaching a stan-
dard American accent. Both aim to give a diverse group 
of people access to a playing field where they can com-
municate freely. Since the late nineteenth century, versions 
of a so-called standard American accent, such as Good 
American Speech or World English, have been taught as 
elocution in the United States.  In his article “Standard 

1.  A sample of best-selling book titles on Amazon.com include: 
Accent Reduction 101, Lose Your Accent in 28 Days, Accent Reduc-
tion Made Easy, Accent Reduction Made Easy: Learn in Your Car, The 
American Accent Made Easy, American Accent Training, The American 
Accent Guide, American English Pronunciation, Improve Your Ameri-
can English Accent. 
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