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and other tips for presenting 
to a potential principal

“i’ve seen speakers chewing gum as they speak. 
this shows you do not have good manners and do not 

understand proper etiquette in a business context.”
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that might affect the way the audience responds. Thus you 
can think about ways to connect your speech to something 
else that is happening in the speaking setting. For example, 
knowing the theme or motto for the meeting or conference 
will help you understand what is important to the group that 
day.  You can include the theme in your remarks and avoid 
saying inappropriate statements that might contradict some 
aspect of the theme. If you see the name of another similar 
speaker who is speaking ahead of you, you might call him 
or her to discuss your approaches to the subject in order not 
to be repetitive. 

Check pronunciation of proper nouns connected 
with your speaking situation. Does the group have an 
acronym connected with some part of their organization? 
You want to use and pronounce it correctly. Are there any 
unusual names on the program that you might need to pro-
nounce correctly?  Call a person who is in the organiza-
tion to ask about correct pronunciation. You might also ask 
this question, “Are there things about the group that I should 
know that would not be obvious to me?” Another question 
that can increase your common sense quotient is, “What 
advice can you give me to have a great program?”

Accept the notion that not everyone may be as ex-
cited about your topic as you are. Watch the group 
carefully for signs that you may be pushing your topic too 
hard. Make sure they understand the importance of your 
topic without pressuring the group to accept your position. 
For example, Alan Alda in his autobiography tells the story 
of speaking to the Illinois State Legislature. He was asked 
to say a few words and did not consider the fact that many 
in his audience did not support his position on the Equal 
Rights Amendment. Even the consultant he was working 
with told him not to talk about the ERA. He got carried away 
with his topic and thus did not read his audience well. They 
began heckling him so much that the consultant crawled on 
her hands and knees to a place behind the podium to pull 
on his pant leg to get his attention and say, “Let’s get out of 

When you prepare to present to a principal whose lines you want to represent, you are going to 
learn as much about the company as you can. This is common sense. And often what makes a 
presentation successful is not a specific skill, but rather simple common sense.

I’ve seen speakers do some very inappropriate things dur-
ing a speech — things that have little to do with content or 
delivery but which affect their credibility and the quality of 
their speech. 

For example, telling an audience as you start that you did 
not have much time for preparation is unfortunately very 
common. That statement is an insult to the audience. You 
are saying, “I did not think enough of you to prepare ad-
equately.”  Don’t tell us about your lack of preparation; we’ll 
find that out soon enough. And if the audience cannot tell, 
then you’re that much better off.

I’ve seen speakers chewing gum as they speak. This shows 
you do not have good manners and do not understand prop-
er etiquette in a business context. 

I’ve seen speakers completely unfamiliar with how to handle 
a simple slide presentation as they speak. Common sense 
says that if you do not know how to develop and use a Pow-
erPoint slide presentation, then don’t use one. 

Here are some suggestions for incorporating the common 
sense factor to insure your success when speaking: 

Anticipate the speaking situation. Visualize the speak-
ing room, the location in relation to where you are, and the 
audience you anticipate. Visualizing your audience can help 
you make reasonable decisions about dress and the choice 
of materials to include in your presentation. Think through 
the experience of speaking to that specific organization. Do-
ing this has motivated me to look up ancillary groups and 
businesses on the Internet to give me more background and 
context for my speech. The more you know about the group, 
the better your decision-making will be in regard to what you 
say and when to say it. 

Ask your contact person in advance for a program 
of the events which occur around your speech. You 
need to know any events before or after your presentation 

Common sense says:  if you do not know how to develop and use a 
powerpoint slide presentation, then don’t use one.

stephen d. boyd, ph.d., csp

stephen d. boyd, ph.d., Csp, is professor of Speech Communication, College of Informatics, Northern Kentucky 
University near Cincinnati, Ohio. He works with organizations whose people want to speak and listen more effectively to 
increase personal and professional success. He can be reached at 800·727·6520, or visit www.sboyd.com.



july 2009 | agency sales magazine  | 37

here.”  He was not using common sense; his passion for his 
topic blinded him to the reality of the speaking situation. 

take the time to practice your material in front of 
a friend or colleague. When you finish, ask if there is 
anything that would be offensive to the audience. Ask that 
person for advice on how to handle any delicate matter so 
that you can insure good judgment about how to cover cer-
tain issues or to leave them out altogether. If it is a speech 
you have delivered several times before but you are adding 
new material, practice the new material in front of someone 
to get feedback on it. 

If there is travel time involved, give yourself extra time so you 
will not be rushed. If it is a new location, map out a route on 
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your GPS or MapQuest before you leave for the presenta-
tion. Consider highway construction and traffic jams as you 
consider when to leave. I try to give myself a cushion of an 
hour when traveling to an engagement. If you fly, avoid the 
last flight out for the day to anticipate any possible delays 
and cancellations. Common sense says the unexpected can 
happen, so give yourself ample time.

finally, don’t try to be perfect; this puts too much pres-
sure on you and skews your good judgment under the pres-
sure of the moment. Accept the reality that you will make 
mistakes and that this is just a part of being human. Com-
mon sense is simply a part of successfully relating to your 
audience to speak and act in a way that will not distract from 
the content of the message you are delivering. as

m

knowing the theme or motto for the meeting or conference 
will help you understand what is important to the group that day.
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