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Abstract 
Skill development exercises are essential in public speaking coaching, bridging the gap 
between theoretical knowledge and practical performance. This Teaching Paper presents 
five core exercises—voice modulation, eye contact, gesture control, storytelling, and pause 
and pace—that target key dimensions of effective communication. Each exercise includes 
objectives, step-by-step instructions, and practice tips, making them adaptable for both one-
on-one coaching and group training. These exercises address common challenges such as 
monotone delivery, lack of audience connection, distracting gestures, and poor pacing. A 
case study illustrates how structured practice helped a non-profit leader strengthen her 
delivery before a high-stakes donor presentation. By embedding practical drills into 
coaching sessions, trainers and practitioners can ensure sustainable growth in public 
speaking competence and confidence.

Keywords 
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper provides a toolkit of practical exercises designed to enhance key public 
speaking skills. Each exercise is simple to implement but highly effective in building 
confidence and audience engagement. Coaches can integrate these drills into regular 
practice sessions to target specific improvement areas. Voice modulation builds vocal 
variety, eye contact drills strengthen audience connection, gesture control refines body 
language, storytelling practice enhances narrative delivery, and pause-and-pace exercises 
improve speech rhythm. Collectively, these exercises foster both technical and emotional 
aspects of communication, helping speakers develop into confident, persuasive 
communicators.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
The purpose of this paper is to provide coaches with structured exercises that can be used to 
strengthen public speaking skills. 
Learning objectives:

1. Understand the role of exercises in reinforcing public speaking competence.
2. Apply practical drills to develop voice, body language, storytelling, and pacing.
3. Adapt exercises to different coaching contexts and learner needs.
4. Encourage reflection and self-monitoring through recording and feedback.

Background and Context 
Skill-based learning theories emphasize that competence develops through structured 
practice and feedback (Ericsson, 2016). In communication training, experiential exercises 
provide the bridge between theoretical instruction and applied performance (Kolb, 1984). 
Coaches can accelerate learning by incorporating targeted drills that build muscle memory, 
self-awareness, and confidence (Brookfield, 2017). In the non-profit sector, where leaders 
often rely on persuasive communication to mobilize support, practical exercises serve as 
essential tools for enhancing both competence and credibility.

Practical Guide 
1. Voice Modulation Exercise

• Objective: Improve vocal variety, clarity, and projection.
• Instructions: Read a passage aloud, adjusting pitch, pace, and volume to convey 

different emotions.
• Practice Tip: Record and replay to identify monotony or unclear articulation.

2. Eye Contact Drill
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• Objective: Strengthen audience connection.
• Instructions: Practice delivering a speech to friends or colleagues, making sustained 

eye contact with individuals.
• Practice Tip: Balance focused engagement with scanning the room.

3. Gesture Control Exercise
• Objective: Develop purposeful and controlled body language.
• Instructions: Deliver a short speech using specific gestures for emphasis. Avoid 

repetitive movements.
• Practice Tip: Use mirrors or recordings to refine gesture quality.

4. Storytelling Practice
• Objective: Enhance narrative and emotional impact.
• Instructions: Prepare and deliver a short story, focusing on vivid descriptions and 

expressive delivery.
• Practice Tip: Emphasize character emotions and plot progression.

5. Pause and Pace Exercise
• Objective: Improve rhythm and emphasis.
• Instructions: Rehearse a speech, inserting intentional pauses for effect.
• Practice Tip: Record and review pacing to avoid rushing or monotony.

Case Study 
A non-profit leader was preparing to deliver a speech at an international donor summit. Her 
initial delivery was rushed, with limited vocal variation and minimal audience connection. 
Through coaching, she practiced voice modulation to diversify tone, pause-and-pace 
exercises to improve rhythm, and eye contact drills to connect with listeners. Feedback 
from recordings and peers showed marked improvement. At the summit, her delivery was 
engaging and persuasive, resulting in increased donor commitments and stronger 
organizational visibility.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Resistance to practice: Coachees may undervalue drills. →  Tip: Emphasize real-

world benefits and show recordings of progress.
• Overemphasis on technique: Excessive focus on exercises may appear artificial. → 

Tip: Integrate skills gradually into natural delivery.
• Time limitations: Busy leaders may struggle to commit. → Tip: Recommend short, 

focused daily exercises (5–10 minutes).
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Reflection Questions 
1. Which of these exercises would most benefit your current public speaking 

challenges?
2. How might cultural or organizational context shape the use of gestures and eye 

contact?
3. What strategies can ensure practice translates into authentic delivery during real 

speeches?

Limitations and Considerations 
While drills are effective, they may not address deeper psychological barriers such as severe 
stage fright or trauma-related communication blocks. Coaches should combine exercises 
with supportive dialogue and confidence-building strategies. Cultural differences in 
nonverbal communication should also guide adaptation of exercises.

Academic Value 
This paper contributes to communication coaching scholarship by linking skill development 
theory to practical public speaking drills. It demonstrates how targeted exercises support 
incremental improvement, offering value both for academic study of performance-based 
learning and for practitioners seeking actionable tools.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Skill development exercises transform theory into practice, enabling coachees to internalize 
and refine public speaking skills. Coaches should integrate these exercises into regular 
training while adapting them to individual needs. Future research may explore the 
effectiveness of these drills across cultural contexts and their long-term impact on 
leadership communication.
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