Stretch Yourself as a Speaker
Norm Cook, DTM, PDG
When you first joined Toastmasters, was your comfort zone so tight that you could hardly move?  Then, as you did your Ice Breaker and proceeded through the Communications and Leadership manual, did the constriction loosen?  By the time you finish your tenth speech, your comfort zone should be rapidly expanding.

Some people will tell you to go outside your comfort zone to improve.  I disagree.  You must always remain inside your comfort zone or else you risk weakening your skills.  The trick is to expand your zone by stretching yourself as a speaker a little bit at a time, until your comfort zone is as large as you need it to be.  The question is, how do you further expand your comfort zone once you have developed a certain comfort level within your club.
The best way I have found to stretch myself as a speaker is to participate in Toastmasters speech contests.  Win or lose, the focused preparation for a contest is the equal of at least five manual speeches at the club.  If you are fortunate enough to go all the way to the district finals, you will have done at least the equivalent of an entire CC’s worth of improvement.
A close second to stretching oneself as a speaker is serving as a district officer.  Whether it’s as an area, division, or district governor, the high expectations of the members in the clubs you serve give you confidence in timing and tact that helps you improve, especially in impromptu speaking.
What do contests and district leadership have in common?  They both gave you plenty of “Stage Time,” the term World Champion Speaker Darren LaCroix uses to motivate speakers.  There is nothing like speaking in front of a live audience, whether it’s three or three hundred people.  And the higher the stakes, the more incentive there is to fully prepare and incorporate what you learn in your regular club meetings.  This reinforces your skills and allows you to stretch even more the next time.
What are some other ways to get “Stage Time” and stretch your comfort zone?  Here are ten ideas to get you started thinking:
1. Visit another Toastmasters Club and volunteer to speak

2. Join a Speakers Bureau – Toastmasters or other organization

3. Give speeches to organizations, such as Kiwanis, Rotary, etc.

4. Present a longer (20-30 minute presentation) at an Advanced Speakers Club

5. Present at a TLI Training (known as LACE in Founder’s District)
6. Present at a District Conference

7. Deliver a Eulogy

8. Hold a Roast, Toast, or Boast at your club

9. Volunteer to be a guest speaker or deliver a short educational sermon at your church 

10. Volunteer to speak at a classroom or a school
Most of us joined Toastmasters to improve our speaking skills.  Whether one slowly or quickly develops those skills is up to each individual.  To get the most out of your Toastmasters experience, though, try stretching your comfort zone as much as possible with these tips, and soon you will hardly recognize yourself and your newfound confidence.
