Can You Practice Too Much?

Some students practice and practice and practice—and then are crushed when they fail to get an A on their speech.

Is it possible to prepare too much? No, if you practice correctly. Yes, if you take the wrong approach.

The wrong approach occurs when you think of your speech as a dog-and-pony show—a performance to be accomplished. Like an actor rehearsing lines for a play, you focus on achieving a polished delivery. When you give the actual speech, you are smooth, yes, but you sound artificial because you are merely giving a recitation. You end up sounding mechanical, “like an amusement park guide who has given the same speech about the ‘jungle cruise’ at least a thousand times,” says psychology professor Robert S. Feldman.

When you recite, you are not engaged with the audience. You are performing, not communicating.

To avoid this problem, practice in front of a live audience of friends or relatives, and ask them to tell you if you fail to speak conversationally. As you practice—and 
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when you deliver the actual speech—follow these suggestions:

Develop a proper mindset. Frequently remind yourself that your goal is not to show off, but to communicate. Instead of thinking of your task as “giving a speech,” think of it as “sharing ideas with my listeners.”

Slow down. Speaking fast can interfere with a conversational style. If you are talking rapidly in order to cover all points and stay within the time limit, you need to trim your speech.

Use notes that are as brief as possible. Glance down at them only when you need to pick up your next idea. Practice conveying ideas, not exact words.

Look at individuals. Instead of glancing at a blur of faces, let your eyes connect with one listener, and then another, and then another. This will help you to speak with them, and not orate at them.

Have compassion for your listeners. Your material is old to you, but new to them. They need a patient, conversational delivery—not a glib, canned recitation.
It is a mistake to practice for a speech as if it were a theatrical performance. 
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