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MANAGING YOUR CAREER

Improv Troupe Teaches
Managers How to Giive
Better Presentations

Chicago
TEVE BAILEY, a veteran project manager
S at an insurer, has given presentations for
two decades. He figured he wouldn’t
learn much last month when he and 11 col-
leagues attended a presentation-skills work-
shop run by Second City, the famous improvisa-
tional theater troupe here,

He fgured wrong.

During one exercise in front of 25 fellow par-
ticipants, Mr. Bailey pretended he was a wom-
en’s hair-fashion expert. But he clasped and un-
clasped his hands so often that he didn’t sound
authoritative. Excessive gestures “can be distract-
ing,” warned Robyn Scott, a workshop facilitator.
“We have to be aware of the body so we can

wermm  Dresent well.,” Mr, Balley now
v shuns superfluous hand motions
< T3 while leading workplace meet-
] 5~ "1 ings and says he has noticed that
S A1 “the audience is a lot more confi-
- x . # 1 dent about what I am saying.”
— Ambitious managers must be
deft presenters these days—es-
pecially as high-tech innova-
tions expand presentation ven-
ues. The skill “is really impor-
tant for career success, promotions and profes-
sional credibility,” observes Gail Golden, a con-
sultant for RHR International, an executive-
coaching firm in Wood Dale, 111
No wonder presentation-skills training is

By Joann S.
Lublin

booming. Offerings run the gamut. You can buy -

“Knockout Presentations,” a book by speech
coach Diane DiResta, for $19.95, or three CDs
from hypnotist Tom Nicoli for $59.77. At the
other extreme, you can spend $1,995 and three
days on an American Management Association
seminar or hire a coach who charges about
$9,000 for six. months of personalized guid-
ance. Employers often cover coaching costs.

Before you or your boss pays plenty for pre-

sentation training, however, make sure it will
meet your job needs. You should also inquire
whether you will glean tips about diction,
breathing, relaxation, building audience rap-
port and other important techniques.

I OBSERVED Second City’s recent session to
gain insights into the pluses and minuses of
a six-hour program. Its communications divi-
sion used to offer this $595 public workshop
once or twice a year. However, demand is grow-

~Ing so fast that it will be given five times in

2007, says Tom Yorton, Second City president.
The unit has also provided customized courses
for employees of more than 50 businesses
since 2003. “Presentation-skills training has be-
come our most requested offering,” he says.

Taught by Second City performers, the Jan.
22 workshop emphasized fun and feedback.
Many participants said they came because
they felt nervous, spoke too fast or sounded
boring during presentations. “Um, I want to
get rid of my ‘ums,’ ” one man added.

“Skills, methods, philosophy and ideas we
use to create successful scenes on stage...are
the same skills required for successful commu-
nications in business,” explained Ms. Scott, an
actress and director. Improvisational comedy,
for example, requires performing without
scripts and reacting quickly. For their first ac-
tivity, attendees stood in a circle tossing a
growing number of imaginary colored balls
and expressing thanks when they caught a par-
ticular color. Confusion reigned.

Ms. Scott drew a comparison to the multi-
ple demands placed on presenters. “Eye con-
tact 1s huge”—along with body language that
shows you’re focused, connected to the audi-
ence and not rattled by mistakes, she noted. An-
other exercise taught attendees to slow their
delivery. Chatting in pairs, each person had to
begin replies with the partner’s last word.
“When we’re presenting, it’s really, really im-
portant that we actively listen,” Ms. Scott said.

URING A role-playing activity, a make-be-

lieve executive struggled to lead a meeting
as “colleagues” tapped their BlackBerrys, an-
swered cellphones, dozed or threw things. Lay
down ground rules immediately for how you
will conduct your presentation, recommended
Lillie Frances, the other facilitator.

She and Ms. Scott critiqued participants after
each spoke extemporaneously on topics they
knew nothing about. Like Mr. Bailey, most got gen-
tle pointers to help them alter their nervous hab-
its, poor posture or soft voice. A woman too tense
to look into listeners’ eyes was urged to gaze at
foreheads. Enter a room with presence rather
than glance down at notes, Ms. Frances told one
man. Speak louder than normal initially because
“1t gets everyone revved up,” she continued.

- Several attendees besides Mr. Bailey found
the workshop valuable. Robyn Waldman Borek, a
Chicago accounting manager at Gensler, an archi-
tectural concern, believes she effectively led a fi-
nance class for graphic designers days later be-
cause she revamped her presentation to engage
them better. “I was hitting the high points about
what they needed to know,” she recalls.

On the other hand, Ms. Borek was disap-
pointed that Second City didn’t videotape her
mock presentations. Rival providers echo the
criticism. “For presentation training, a five-
minute video clip is worth a million words,”
contends Donna Schwarz, a New York career
and communications coach.

Mr. Yorton disagrees. Videotaping focuses on
mechanics, “which aren’t usually the root prob-

lem for people. Fear and nervousness are,” he in-

sists, “Video often exacerbates the nervousness.”

E-mail me at Joann.Lublin@wsj.com. To see past
Managing Your Career columns, please go to
CareerJournal.com.



