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MANNER OF SPEAKING

By Krista Wells, Ph.D.

Speaking From Experience
introduce me, with instructions on
how to read it to the audience. I
spice up a typical resume reading
with some teasers and fun material 
to interest the audience and help
them feel conn ected. I find that, con-
trary to my original fear of seeming
too eager, or appearing like I am
bragging, most introducers actually
appreciate the gesture. It sets the
tone for success. A good source for
writing fun and lively introductions
about yourself is the book Brag! 
The Art of Tooting Your Own Horn
Without Blowing It by Peggy Klaus.

My grandmother knew how
to set a formal dinner table.
I remember sitting in her

dining room and admiring her beau-
tiful linen tablecloth, water glasses
to the left, wine glasses to the right,
and her Steuben glass centerpieces.
It almost didn’t matter what you
were about to eat, because it just
looked so classy.

A good speaker must also “set
the table.” As a Toastmaster who
gives presentations to the military
community, and as a career and
life-transition coach, I have learned

how to take the right steps to make
my speeches and communication
with others successful. 

Here are six quick tips:

1Create a great introduction. 
As I travel to military bases to 

give speeches, I find that if I leave
the introductions up to others, it
often leads to a military service mem-
ber reading my biography: boring! 

So I have some fun with it. I write
an introduction listing my credentials,
life experience and my speech topic,
and send it to the person who will

Know yourself, your topic and your audience.
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2Style matters. Just as my grand-
mother’s perfectly folded linen

napkins added that extra flair to the
table, you can add panache to your
presentation by personalizing your
appearance. For example, at my last
speech to a component of the U.S.
Joint Forces Command, I wore purple
because “wearing purple” is a military
expression that means “to stay in joint
billets” – meaning joint housing.  

Sometimes I just focus on fun
accessories. For example, at a military-
spouse career expo I spoke on the
topic of “Finding Portable Professions”
and I wore a vintage locket adorned
with an image of an old military cou-
ple. I used it as a prop to explain the
power of authentic networking. Think
about what little additions may spice
up your wardrobe. 

3Do the homework. To help your
audience get more out of your 

presentation, consider interviewing
one of the members before you give
your speech. Recently, I spoke at an
award ceremony called Military Spouse
Heroes at Home. As homework, I
called last year’s winner to learn more
about the previous year’s event and
the types of concerns spouses have. 
I also spoke to the woman hosting
the ceremony, asking her for advice
on what information she thought was
most useful. By getting to know her, 
I felt that I em braced my topic more
deeply and had more to offer. In addi-
tion, when I saw last year’s winner in
the audience, I felt instantly more at
ease during the speech.

Doing your homework before
giving a speech is a way to make
sure your audience is heard.

4What’s the point? When I decided
on my Ph.D. dissertation topic, I

sat down with a professor and went
to great length excitedly detailing my
proposed paper on emotional intelli-
gence and diversity. Dr. Bernardo
Ferdman looked at me and said, “So
Krista, what’s the point?” I have since
learned that he was right. All you
need is one main point to create a
really memorable speech. 

6Add party favors. When my 
sister recently got married in

Vermont, I wanted to give her
guests perfect little gifts as a
reminder of the special day. I chose
Vermont’s famous maple candy, a
treat that reminds my family of our
dad. A small party favor like this
leaves people with a taste – a 
memory. The ideas are endless. 
At my luncheon presentation titled,
“You CAN Have It All!,”I gave out
fortune cookies. At a recent speech
I gave for Military Spouse App -
reciation Day, titled “What Are 
Your Big Rocks?,” I gave all 100
spouses in the audience a small
rock with an inspirational message
branded onto it. 

Small tokens related to your
topic are a great way for guests to
walk away thinking about what you
said. They can also serve as a
friendly reminder to ask you back. 

I learned from Toastmasters
how important it is to get to know
yourself, your topic and your audi-
ence. I have tried to apply these
skills in my work with military
spouses. I also keep in mind that
the reason my Grandma’s table
looked so polished was because it
involved planning, placement and
preparation. Remember that you,
too, can “set the table” in a way
that makes the experience truly
inviting and memorable for every-
one in the room.
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Military spouses may forget the
details of my stories, my punch-
lines or that “amazing quote” I
spent hours looking for, but they
should walk away with one main
point! Try to challenge yourself to
cut down your next speech into
one sentence. For example, in a
speech I gave to the U.S. Army, 
my sentence was, “What would
you do if you knew you couldn’t
fail?” I always assign an action step
for my audiences to perform later.
This helps ensure that everyone
can make use of the main point 
in my speech.

5Be authentic. Many military
spouses say they appreciate

my authenticity. I tell them that
“life balance is hogwash” when
you are raising four young chil-
dren and your spouse is deploy -
ed. You may fill your kids with

too many chicken nuggets and
that is okay! Those spouses appre-
ciate that I’m not trying to be
someone I am not. 

Most popular speakers, regard-
less of their expertise, are success-
es because they tap into a univer-
sal problem that we all experience
and can relate to. Spouses seem
to enjoy tips, but also appreciate
the authentic “real life” struggles 
I have overcome. They prefer to
hear a genuine story about my
fears on the day my husband was
deployed while I was pregnant –
waiting alone in an emergency
room with my 3-year-old, who
suffered numerous seizures.
Listening to the account of how 
I got through that day means
more to them than a canned list
of ways to deal with chronic
stress. I find that the more I can
just be myself, the more I enjoy
telling stories and the more the
audience enjoys me.

“All you need is one main point to

create a really memorable speech.”


