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Learning Objectives for Lesson 1 

• Understand how breathing for life is different than breathing for effective 
communication 

• Understand the function of the vocal folds with full and limited breath 
support 

• Experience how to breath from the diaphragm and not the chest 
Learning Objective for Lesson 2 

• Transition from shallow cheat breathing to launching a diaphragm breath  
Learning Objectives for Lesson 3 

• Experience speaking from a diaphragm at the sentence level 

• Learn the difference between projection and increasing vocal pitch 
Learning Objective for Lesson 4 

• Coordinate diaphragm breathing with conversational speech 

 
Chapter One 

Intonation: The Foundation for Getting People to Listen and Respond 
 

Lesson 1 
Intonation: An Introduction to the Easy Speech Stairs Strategy to Improve 

your Public Speaking and Communication Skills 
 
Learning Objectives for Lesson One:  

• How to speak with better persuasion using skilled intonation 

• Understand how to move your pitch tones with simple phrases and multi-
syllable words. 

• Experience improved projection by having more natural range of motion 
with your mouth  

 
Speaking with intonation is considered to be the best speaking model for 
professional and business situations. People who speak using different pitch 
tones are judged to be persuasive an interesting. How communication is used is 
the framework for one’s leadership image. This chapter will teach a very simple 
strategy on how to speak with more engaging and dynamic intonation. 
 
Speaking while moving up and down in pitch is the speech melody style news 
broadcasters, political figures and trained business professionals use. This 
speaking style can be described as speaking with a controlled rate allowing 
speech sounds to be clear and sharp while the melody produces an interesting 
pattern to follow. This melody style is called intonation. The term intonation 
describes how melody patterns are used while talking.  
 
The best strategy for changing your intonation pattern is to think of your speech 
moving up and down a staircase. This is a very easy concept to apply and I use it 
with all on my clients. The visual analogy of a staircase is a helpful technique for 
understanding how to move your speech and therefore change your speaking 
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style. Everyone understands the concept of moving speech up and down a 
staircase. 
Speaking with intonation is not a hard skill to learn, but it will feel funny and 
slower than how you are currently speaking. It will take a few weeks to get used 
to this new speaking pattern. After some practice, this new skill that once felt 
funny will feel natural, your speech melody will be more professional and 
persuasive.   
 
This is how to speak up and down a “Speech Staircase”.  First, begin your 
statement in your “natural” tone. Then move up one step higher on the speech 
stairs early in your statement, which is typically on the second or third word. Then 
move your pitch down the imaginary speech stairs on each syllable for the rest of 
your statement. Learning to speak along the speech stairs will immediately 
increase the clarity of your words because your speech rate will be controlled 
and you will have better range of motion with your speech articulators (lips, 
tongue and jaw), positioning you to say sounds and words more clearly. You will 
also experience better projection because your speech sound waves are exiting 
your mouth cavity with a bit more power. 
 
Moving Up and Down Using the Speech Stairs Strategy 
 

       cat                        ve-          go                                    work 

The       is   She is     ry  Let’s     to                   You can       af- 

                 fat.                      pre-                          the                                        ter                   

                                                   tty.                         wedd-                                   you                               

                                             ing.                                   eat. 

 

• In the first example, there is a rise in pitch on the word “cat.” Then the 
melody moves down in pitch on each syllable for the rest of the statement. 
The rise up in pitch followed by moving down in pitch on each syllable 
creates the melody.  

• In the second example, the rise in pitch is on the first syllable of “very.” 
The phrase “She is” stays at the same pitch. As soon as there is a rise in 
pitch, there is a drop on every syllable for the rest of the statement. 

• Notice the same pitch style in the other two examples. 
 
Note: As a reminder, a syllable is an individual sound segment or beat in a word, 
which is usually a consonant and vowel combination. For example, “cat” is a one-
syllable word, “pizza” is a two-syllable word and “computer” is a three-syllable 
word. 
 
The next time you watch the news pay close attention to the broadcasters. You 
will be able to identify pitch changes and hear the “speech stairs” intonation in 
their statements. A good activity for improving your understanding of the speech 
stairs is to repeat lines from news broadcasters. Mute the television and try to 
say the line you just heard in the same spoken style. 
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If you speak with a foreign accent be flat on each step: When you are coming 
down the stairs on every syllable, be sure your speech is flat on every step to 
avoid an upward inflection in pitch on the vowel sounds. This is a common habit 
for accented speakers. English does not have any significant pitch rises on 
individual vowel sounds. I like the analogy of a staircase because steps are flat 
and do not curve up. Likewise, your pitch should not move up in inflection on 
vowel sounds. 
 
If you are a fast talker… Stretch the vowel sound longer with each syllable as 
you move up and down the speech stairs or if you have the habit of mumbling. 
Stretching the vowel sound longer on each syllable will naturally slow your rate to 
a speed that is more professional. Your voice will be louder and more powerful 
because vowel sounds are voiced sounds therefore, bringing more volume to 
your voice for every sentence that you say. When you talk fast or mumble vowel 
sounds are not held for very long which makes your voice seem quiet. You may 
notice that you do not project as well as others. 
 
Homework: Listen for the speech stairs intonation in other people at work. 

 
Multisyllable Word Speech Stairs Strategy Practice 

 
If speaking with pitch changes is completely new to you, first practice with  
multisyllable words to establish what it feels like to move down in pitch and speak 
with this new intonation melody pattern.This is helpful if you are a monotone or 
fast talker and have never spoken with controlled pitch tones. Stretch the vowel 
sound longer and notice your speech has better projection and is more 
controlled. This exercise has three objectives: 

• To practice moving down in pitch and feel the result of intonation applying 
the speech stairs strategy. 

• Notice that your jaw and lips are moving with more range of motion.  

• Notice the result of better projection, sharper articulation and a more 
professional style of speaking. 

 
Four-Syllable Words 
Say each word moving down in pitch for every syllable as you travel down the 
speech stairs. Then select a word and create your own sentence 
 
Intelligent  Optimistic  Ballerina  Acquaintances 
 
Demonstration Litigation  Political  Motorcycle 
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Chapter One 

Intonation: The Foundation for Getting People to Listen and Respond 
 
Lesson Two 

Moving from Old Communication Behaviors to More Dynamic Ones 
 
Learning Objective for Lesson Two: 

• Experience better articulation and diction using the speech stairs strategy 
at the sentence level 

 
Simple Sentence Practice  

Applying Intonation with the Easy Speech Stairs Strategy 
 
Now it is time to use the speech stairs strategy with simple sentences. To review, 
begin each sentence speaking from your natural tone, and then step up the 
speech stairs on the word or syllable where you want the pitch to rise. Next, 
travel down the speech stairs, moving down in pitch on each syllable along the 
remaining steps. Be sure to be flat on the vowel sound and not rise in pitch. The 
first six examples have been underlined for you, indicating where the rise in pitch 
could be. There is no rule for when to take the step up (rise up) in pitch. Take the 
rise in pitch early in the statement to begin speaking with more intonation. See 
the following example. 

           
            chair 

• The          is 

       rock- 

                ing. 

 
Practice Tip: If speaking in this melody feels awkward, use your hand to guide 
you along the speech stairs. Bring your hand up for the rise up and down for 
each step you take down the speech stairs. If you can coordinate hand 
movements with speech movements, you will have an excellent understanding 
and control of this skill. 
 
The chair is rocking slowly.    The bank will open at 3:00 p.m. 
You can run with the bulls in Spain.  I need change for a twenty. 
 
***The Quality of your Speech with Come from the Details in Your Steps!  
 
Length of Syllable Segments or Sound Segments: 
Understanding the concept of moving up and down the speech stairs is an easy 
thing to do. Mastering how well you speak on the stairs is what will make the 
difference on the accuracy and quality of your intonation speech pattern. To be 
fully skilled with intonation, understanding syllable length is essential. What is 
going to be critical for your success is the amount of time spent on each step of 
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the stairs. Specifically, I am talking about individual syllable segments or sound 
segments in a word. Chances are if you speak with a foreign accent, monotone, 
mumble or talk too fast, your syllable segmentation (i.e. the length of the time you 
are holding the sound) is too short. That behavior is from your natural style of 
talking. Moving up and down the speech stairs is easy. What will determine your 
success is how well you can change your behavior to speaking with slightly 
longer syllables. If your syllable or sound segment is too short, your speech will 
be too fast and not as clear or smooth sounding. Your change with intonation will 
not be as good as it could be. 
 
Added Voice Benefit: 
If you feel that people have a difficult time hearing you, be sure to hold the vowel 
sound longer to bring out more volume and power to your voice. Every syllable 
has a vowel sound. If you hold the vowel sound longer in every syllable your 
volume will be louder. People who speak with shorter syllables often have a 
problem with being heard by others.  
 
Syllable Separation: 
Syllable separation is also essential for accurate intonation. Often my clients will 
report that they “eat” or “swallow” their words. If you ever thought this, you are 
not placing enough separation between your sound segments or words. It should 
be, “peanut butter and jelly” not, penutbutteran jelly” where three words become 
one due to blending and lack of separation. It should be, “as a matter of fact” not 
“asamaaterof fact” where there is no separation between the words. To speak 
with your most professional and skilled intonation, be sure there is separation 
between sounds segments and words.  
 
Putting it all Together:  
Hold sound segments long enough on the step (or the vowel sound) to avoid fast 
choppy speech. Have separation between the steps (sound segments or words) 
to avoid eating your words or combining a few words into one nonsense giant 
word. The quality of your speech will come from the details on how you use the 
stairs. 
 
Let’s continue with simple sentence practice: 
 
It is always cold in this building.   He is very interesting. 
The doctor is in today.    He is back from surgery. 
The candy jar is empty.    We will move on Friday. 
 
Notice after you have that rise in pitch that you have created a platform for 
stepping down in pitch on each syllable for the rest of your statement. When it is 
time for you to express your next thought, come up in pitch in the beginning of 
your next statement. This speaking style needs to become your “new normal.” 
When the cycle is repeated with each sentence, your speech will have continual 
melody and better articulation. If you are a monotone or fast speaker, moving 
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your pitch up and down the speech stairs will significantly improve your clarity 
and control your speed. You will lead meetings and deliver presentations 
smoothly with better persuasion and leadership. This new approach will require 
committed practice for about three weeks for these new pitch changes to feel and 
sound natural. 
 

A Review of What Has Been Learned So Far: 

• To speak along the speech stairs, you first begin in your natural tone, step 
up in pitch and then travel down the speech stairs until done. For longer 
statements, you will step up and second or even third time and then move 
down in pitch until you are done with your statement.  

• The objective is to step up in pitch early in your statement. After the rise in 
pitch, move down the speech stairs one syllable at a time. 

• Come up only one step in pitch. If you sound unnatural or too high, you 
probably went up two or three steps and applied too much tension. 

• Be mindful of your speech articulators (lips, teeth, tongue and jaw) and 
execute a full range of motion so you can say every sound with crisp 
articulation. 

• If your speech is fast or choppy stretch the vowel sound longer on each 
syllable. 

• Be aware of having separation between syllables and words to avoid 
blending words together.  

• As you are first learning this new skill, it may be beneficial to move your 
hand to mimic the movement. Bring our hand up when your pitch goes up. 
Move your hand down as your speech moves down in pitch. When you 
can blend your hand and movements with your speech mechanism, it’s as 
if you have created a mind body connection with your thoughts and 
speech. My client report that they are able to formulate better thoughts 
and make fewer speech errors when their thoughts match the speed of 
their speech.  

• Trust the speech stairs completely to give you the structure to say your 
sounds with better clarity. It is going to feel funny at first, but the benefit to 
your speech quality will be well worth the change.   

• Using your speech notebook daily and practicing from a list of speech 
triggers will turn these new skills into a natural way of speaking (Lesson 
3). 

 
Lesson 3 

Are You Destroying or Enhancing your Leadership Image  
with These Speaking Habits 

 
Learning Objectives for Lesson 3 

• Eliminate the behavior of up-speak. No more being an up-tone girl or guy 

• Eliminate “Verbal Viruses” (umm, so, like) and other words that diminish 
your credibility and confuse your listener 
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• Learn strategic pausing and other “boom” effect strategies for even more 
dynamic communication 

• Learn how to pose questions in a style that will enhance your leadership 
and level of expertise 

 
Don’t be an Uptone Girl…or Guy  
Never Sabotage Your Image with Upspeak 
Avoid sabotaging your message and image with ending your statement with 
upspeak. I call this the “Kiss of Death” for women. Upspeak is when you send 
your speech back up the stairs or go higher in pitch at the end of your statement. 
When individuals end messages with upspeak behavior, they sound immature, 
doubtful, show a lack confidence and give the impression of seeking approval. 
This is not a good speech habit for professional situations or where it is important 
for you to be perceived as a leader. Studies show that people make conclusions 
and judgments based on how people use their voice and speech. 
 

Test the Theory 
Say the line “This is why I support the idea” using the three types of intonation 
styles listed below: 

1. Say the line with monotone speech. 
2. Say the line ending the final word in upspeak. 
3. Say the line ending the final word on a downward step. 

 
What differences did you notice by ending your statements on an upspeak 
instead of a lower pitch tone? 
 
Speaking with upspeak creates a weak impression. It sounds soft and unsure 
and does not communicate confidence. Ending statements in a lower pitch 
demonstrates a leadership presence. Think of skilled public speakers or 
politicians when they are campaigning. When they want to make a point or strong 
impression, they end their statements on a downward step on the speech stairs. 
The same behavior is observed with news broadcasters. For a professional and 
smart reputation, end your statements in lower pitch. If you are an uptone girl or 
guy, this behavior can be changed.  
 
How the Behavior of Upspeak Diminishes Leadership 
When you apply upspeak, you are sending your sound waves up toward your 
nasal cavity and away from your lower throat where you produce stronger tones. 
Speaking with a voice that is thinner, higher and more nasal are opposite 
characteristics on how people judge leadership. When people judge individuals 
with having leadership traits, they speak with controlled intonation and from their 
lower and more powerful voice. Upspeak is the opposite of how leaders 
communicate. 
 
Communicating with upspeak truly diminishes credibility and leadership. People 
find it immature, distracting, irritating and those who have this behavior are 
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judged as less intelligent and competent when compared to those who speak 
with skilled intonation. The good news is that this behavior can be eliminated by 
ending every statement down the speech stairs.  
 
Using this Four-Letter Word will Squash your Leadership Image 

• What could this 4-letter word be? 

• Can you guess? 

• It is used both verbally and in writing 

The word is “just”. Yes that is correct. It’s a strange filler word people use to 
perhaps sound nicer, not bossy or intrusive. Let’s compare: 

• I just need to talk to you. 

• I need to talk to you 

Can you see how the word, “just” minimizes your positioning? 

• I’m just following up to confirm… 

• I’m following up to confirm.... 

When the word is removed, the statement is stronger, direct and sounds confident. 
Determine if this is word that you insert in your messages. If so, remove it and see 
how that feels. Check your verbal and written language and remove this term that 
minimizes your leadership image. There is a place for this term when you want to 
sound alarming. “Just 3 More Days” that is often used in sales. For professional 
communication, just remove the word “just” and you will be perceived as confident 
and strong. 
 
Homework: Determine if and how much you use this term. 
 
Strategic Pausing for a “Boom” Effect 
You know to end your final syllable on a lower step and fully execute the final 
sound in the word for the most effective communication.  The same is also true 
for executing the final sound in the word, where a natural pause would be in the 
statement. A natural pause is where a comma would be in print. This will position 
you to speak with more impact. By deliberately executing the ending sound of a 
word where there is a place for a natural pause, you are creating a “boom” effect 
This is important if you give presentations or lead meetings and want to make a 
point or captivate the listener’s interest. Listed below are examples where you 
could shape your statement down the stairs, insert a natural pause and create 
impact with your listener: 

• In the beginning, (pause) speaking in this new intonation style might feel 
strange. 

• After we talk about the contracts, (pause) let’s renegotiate the rate. 

• You’re right, (pause and final sound execution) that data does not match 
the report (final sound execution with the /t/). 

• According to Rick, (pause and final sound execution) I think she will be 
back by the end of summer. 

http://www.speechandvoice.com/


How to Speak like a Broadcaster and Lead like a CEO (2019, 2017, 2011, 2008) Elizabeth Peterson, M.A., 
CCC-SLP 

Copyright violation to use single pages for private lessons. Contact www.SpeechAndVoice.com  

for the complete program with audio support and optional seminar for business professionals.  
11  

• Her phone number is (714) 555-9754 (when listing information, move 
down the stairs). 

 
When you need to negotiate, convince or be perceived as a leader, the best 
intonation pattern is to end your final word in a sentence on a deliberate lower 
step. For added effect, pauses can be strategically placed in statements. Imagine 
that you are giving a presentation or leading a meeting. The subject is last 
quarter’s finances. Here is an example of how you could speak with more effect 
by using deliberate downward steps and adding pauses.  
 
Although quarter three had less revenue, (deliberate downward step and pause) 
quarter four grew by 15% (deliberate downward step on 15%). (Add pause.) Let’s 
make next quarter our most profitable one to date.  
 
Adding downward steps and pauses strategically adds effect to statements you 
want people to remember or leaves an impression. This is important for 
perceived leadership. Before your next meeting or presentation, rehearse your 
thoughts, and place some strategic downward steps or pauses in a few of your 
statements. Afterward, I bet you will feel more confident and see how this 
speaking style can shape the responses or behaviors of others.  
 
Phrasing Questions in Business Settings for a Stronger Leadership Image 
When American English is taught, students are instructed that when posing a 
question, it should end on upspeak, or upward inflection. It creates better active 
listening for your listener positing you to have better power with your messaging. 
However, when it comes to business communication and it is important to have a 
leadership and executive presence, the psychology for how to pose questions is 
very different. For a stronger leadership image, when you ask a question, speak 
along the speech stairs and end on a downward step. In business, if you want to 
be perceived as more credible or having leadership, then end your question on 
the last step, just as you would normally for statements on the speech stairs. 
 
Let’s Test It 
Say each question below using upspeak and then again by bringing the question 
down the speech stairs and ending the final syllable on the lower step. 

• Can you fax this for me? 

• Should we call the client today? 

• Before you leave, may I speak with you? 

• Is this alright? 

• Do you have any questions? 

 
Take a moment to reflect on your observations and observe this behavior in 
others. This may be a good exercise to record so you can compare the 
differences. Ending on upspeak causes your voice to go higher in pitch, creating 
thinner vocal tones and speaking with more nasal resonance. A thin, high voice 
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is not a speaking characteristic of perceived leaders. When it comes to 
professional business situations and you want to be perceived as smart and in 
charge of a situation, phrase your questions down the speech stairs and end the 
final syllable on the lower step. If you lead meetings or deliver presentations and 
ask questions throughout them, posing questions down the speech stairs will 
have you sounding as if you are confident and in full control, with well-
established leadership traits. 
 
If this is new behavior for you, it will feel funny at first. Often my clients wonder if 
they sound mean or cold posing questions with a lower tone. Like anything else, 
when you learn something new it is going to feel awkward at first. When you 
bring your question down the speech stairs, your speech rate is more controlled 
making your articulation sharper which sounds more professional. You are also 
sending your sound waves to your lower throat where your optimal pitch range is 
positioning you to speak with more powerful and stronger tones. Remember, the 
communication perception of leadership is speaking with controlled intonation 
and in a lower and stronger voice.  
 

Chapter One 
Intonation: The Foundation for Getting People to Listen and Respond 

 
Lesson 4 

Learning How to Control Fast Speech 
Learning Objective for Lesson 4 

• Learn how to control a fast rate of speech with proven strategies 
 
Talking too quickly is one of the most common behaviors that can discount 
professional communication. Studies show that people who speak too quickly 
appear cluttered, unorganized and untrustworthy. A fast rate of speech hinders 
the quality of your message because listeners are forced to work harder to 
understand. This positions you to lose your power. When wanting to be more 
persuasive you hold the power when your listener can easily process and 
appreciate your message.  In addition, an error in pronunciation is more likely to 
occur because your speech articulators are tripping over one another as they 
attempt to produce sounds. Speech rate and intonation are two important 
features that influence credibility, executive presence and leadership.  
 
Typical Communication Problems That Occur with Fast Speech 

• You are perceived as nervous and less confident. 

• You appear disorganized and not well prepared. 

• It is difficult to arrange your thoughts and ideas while speaking too quickly. 

• You are more likely to use “verbal viruses,” words such as “umm,” “like,” 
“ya know” or “so,” which discount the quality of your message because 
unnecessary words clutter and confuse your listener. This happens 
because your speech articulators are moving faster than you are 
formulating your thoughts. Verbal viruses are used to close the “gap” 
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when searching for your words. Speech that contains filler words is 
ineffective in business communication. I like to call them verbal viruses 
because they destroy the quality of your message and lower your 
leadership image. 

• Control over your intonation is lost and replaced with a choppy or 
monotone rhythm. Articulation errors do occur. 

• You are more likely to mispronounce words or delete specific sounds and 
syllables that compromise crisp articulation and diction. 

• You create unfortunate communication breakdowns because when 
speech is too fast and loud, the listener’s brain tunes it out. It is exhausting 
to listen to uncomfortable speech patterns. This creates the potential for 
miscommunication, lost opportunity or decreased credibility.  
 

When your rate of speech is too fast, listeners have to struggle with processing 
the information. This is unhelpful to you when presenting valuable information, 
negotiating or trying to persuade in the business world. Some of my clients report 
that they are busy and therefore have to speak quickly. You will not save time by 
having to repeat yourself. The difference in the amount of time it takes to talk at 
an appropriate rate from that of a fast rate is minimal. In professional situations, it 
is important to speak with a controlled speech rate. 
 
You can learn how to control your fast speech rate by perfecting your intonation 
skills (i.e., mastering the speech stairs method). Additional strategies have been 
provided. Once you have identified a strategy you like, practice it with your drill 
work, speech notebook and speech triggers to transform this important skill into a 
habit. You must be effective with your selected strategies to be successful at the 
conversational level. It simply is not enough to say “Well, I’ll just slow down.” 
Haven’t you already tried that? To be successful with decreasing your fast 
speech, select a strategy and practice. 
 

Strategy Training for Controlled and Pleasant Speech 
 
1. Mastering Intonation: Stretch the Vowel Sound Longer on the Stairs 
You have learned that speaking along the speech stairs delivers a style of 
melody with improved articulation. If your speech rate still seems too fast, stretch 
the vowel sound longer. Your speech rate will be more controlled and appropriate 
for professional-speaking situations. When speaking, concentrate on producing 
every syllable in every word by stretching the vowel sounds a little longer. Be 
certain to say every syllable in multisyllable words. When this technique is used, 
you are more aware of your articulators moving at a controlled rate so they do 
not trip over one another during connected speech. This strategy will assist you 
with slowing down your rate of speech while improving your overall articulation. 
 
Note: If you are a visual learner, think of stretching each step on the stairs 
slightly longer. 
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2. Feel Your Articulators Touch While Talking 
You can control your fast rate of speech by feeling your speech articulators make 
contact with one another. My clients report that this is a useful “internal” strategy. 
Your articulators are your lips, tongue, jaw and facial muscles. When speaking, 
feel your lips and jaw move as they touch, as well as your tongue contacting your 
teeth and jaw. The purpose of this strategy is to help you notice and feel the 
sensations in your mouth while speaking, and if you cannot do that, you are 
speaking too fast. Take a moment to feel the contact in your mouth from your 
different articulators while talking. To demonstrate the amount of sensation that 
can be noticed, count from one to four and feel what your articulators are doing. 
 

One Your lips puckered and touched each other. 
Two Your tongue touched the back of your upper teeth. 
Three The tip of your tongue moved between your teeth. 
Four Your top teeth touched your lower lip. 
 

The objective is to notice the tactile sensation you feel from your articulators 
moving. When you are aware of this sensation while speaking, your rate will 
automatically slow down just enough to make a difference.  
 
3. Speak from a diaphragm breath 
When you speak from a full diaphragm breath, it is much easier to control that 
fast speech. Speaking on controlled exhalation positions you to have control over 
your speech rate and feel more comfortable.  
 
A very important speech note: While practicing these two strategies, you may 
feel like you are speaking too slowly and sounding weird. Don’t worry; you’re not. 
Remember, your style of talking is too fast. If this new speed and style feel odd, 
you are doing it correctly. It may feel strange at first because it is a new behavior. 
Your old behavior of speaking too fast interfered with the quality of your speech 
and professional image. When you are practicing with your speech notebook and 
speech triggers, speech rate is another skill to rehearse for improving your 
communication skills. Select a couple of strategies and begin to practice them. 
 

Chapter Two 
How to Speak with a Stronger and more Powerful Voice 

 
Learning Objectives for Lesson 1 

• Understand the difference between your “normal voice” and your “best 
voice” 

• Identify if you speak with vocal fry 

• Understand unhelpful voice behaviors and how that relates to your 
leadership image  

 
When people judge others’ voices, they are usually commenting on the quality of 
their pitch. The concept of pitch is easily misunderstood. On a technical and 
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scientific level, vocal pitch is described as how the vocal chords vibrate together 
to create sound waves. For a nontechnical individual, pitch is often perceived as 
how the voice sounds. For example, the vocal pitch is too high, low or sounds 
thin or weak. Learning to speak from your best and more optimal pitch range will 
help you to present with strong, rich tones that are pleasing and sound more 
powerful. It is important for you to understand what it is you want to change for a 
successful result. 
 
To strengthen your awareness, describe your pitch and voice quality: 
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 

Your “Normal” Voice vs. Your Best Voice 
 
Many voice therapists describe two types of pitch, habitual and optimal. Habitual 
pitch is your regular and what you consider to be your “normal” tone of voice. It 
is the pitch you use automatically or habitually for speaking, but it may not 
necessarily be your best vocal quality. Optimal pitch is located in your lower 
throat that produces your strongest vocal tones. Speaking in your optimal pitch 
range would be preferred for professional speech and voice since that is where 
the most vibrant and stronger tones are produced. 
 
If there is a significant gap between your habitual and optimal pitch, it is most 
likely due to the fact that you find it easier and more comfortable speaking in your 
habitual or “normal” pitch range. This is the pitch level most people use 
automatically without ever thinking about it. Many speakers with a high, thin or 
nasal-sounding pitch are speaking from their habitual pitch range. Learning to 
speak from your optimal pitch level is an easy adjustment to make, and the 
benefits will significantly improve your voice quality as well as your personal and 
professional image. 

Do you Speak with Vocal Fry? 
Before we get into learning how to speak with your optimal pitch range, let’s 
determine if you speak with vocal fry. Chances are, you are not familiar with this 
term or behavior. Many people will often speak with some vocal fry toward the 
end of their statements. Instead of speaking in a pure vocal tone, the voice 
sounds a little fried, rough, squeaky during the last couple of words in the 
statement. The professional term for this is called, diplaphonia, where the vocal 
folds are actually producing two different pitches at one time. This is why the 
voice sounds like it is fried or not pure in tone quality.  
 
This is an unhelpful behavior for many reasons. Nonverbally, the sound quality of 
your voice is sending signals that you are bored or not interested in what you are 
saying. It is also a bad voice habit to speak like this over time.   
 
Vocal fry happens for one of two reasons. The fry is happening because you are 
not fully engaging your voice. Learning how to speak from your optimal pitch 
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range will keep your voice pure and strong for your entire statements. The other 
reason can be due to not speaking with enough breath support. Learning the skill 
of speaking with a diaphragm breath will help to eliminate this behavior. For 
some it may due to both, not fully engaging your voice or speaking with enough 
breath support. Learning how to speak from your optimal pitch range and 
speaking from a diaphragm breath will eliminate the vocal fry and have you 
speaking in richer more powerful tones. After reading this, do you think you 
speak with vocal fry?  
 

How to Find Your Best Optimal Vocal Pitch Range 
 
There are a few easy approaches for how you can find your optimal pitch range. 
Technology or apps are not necessary to learn this. I find people are more 
successful when they do this independently with their own body. Listed below are 
some approaches to position you to speak from your best and more optimal pitch 
range.  
 
The Sigh on Down Strategy 
This is an easy way to find where your more powerful voice is located in your 
lower throat and the first strategy I offer my clients. My clients find this strategy to 
be very helpful and I call it the, “Sigh on Down” strategy. Take a full breath and 
do a vocal “sigh” or “ahhh” sound all the way down until you feel the most power 
in your voice from your lower throat. Start thin and high with your “sigh or ah” and 
vocalize all the way down. When you get to your lower throat you will notice that 
your voice got louder and more powerful naturally, without you adding additional 
effort.  
 
Do this several times to find the optimal or more powerful pitch place. Once you 
have found this location in your lower throat, say a few statements. Know that 
doing this will feel odd and unnatural at first. It is helpful to think of speaking from 
your chest. Speaking from the place in your lower throat where you have the 
most power is your best or optimal pitch range. It may take some time to get 
used to speaking from this area. It will be a nice improvement when you do. 
 
Once you sigh on down to your lower throat, practice counting, saying your name 
and some social phrases from this area. You will notice vibrations from your 
chest bone. Think of speaking from this area to help you to speak from your 
optimal pitch range. This will take practice.  
 
Common Errors for this Strategy 
One common error my clients do is not go down far enough. Once they start to 
get to the stronger and more powerful voice they immediately stop. Continue to 
sigh on down and feel the entire lower range. Don’t stop as soon as you get 
there. Continue to feel the range and get used to that lower and stronger 
placement. 
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Right when my clients get to the lower range from sighing on down they 
immediately go back up to their less effective pitch range. This happens because 
this is their “habitual voice”. It’s as if you are returning to your “normal” voice 
placement. I would like to encourage you to resist this and push down to your 
lower pitch and get used to that voice quality. Then say a few words from the 
new and lower range.  

Chapter Two 
How to Speak with a Stronger and more Powerful Voice 

 
Lesson Two 

Continuing with vocal pitch strategies to find your best voice 
 
Learning Objectives for Lesson 2 

• Understand and implement different voice placement strategies for a 
stronger and more powerful voice 

• Experience confidence with speaking in a lower, yet more powerful voice 
 
The “Uh-Huh” Trick, by Daniel Boone, Speech-Language Pathologist 
Say “uh-huh.” Move the pitch down the speech stairs when you say it. To find 
your optimal range, be certain to produce the “uh” from the midrange of your 
voice and then drop the “huh” at a lower range of your voice down the speech 
stairs. Do this three times to get a sense of this voice placement—uh-huh, uh-
huh, uh-huh. Think about where your midrange voice is located. When you say 
the word “uh” from the midrange of your voice and then drop the “huh” to your 
lower range, that “uh-huh” area is the optimal pitch range. For the stronger voice, 
you want to speak from this range. 
 
It is important to begin voicing at your midrange and then move down the speech 
stairs. The “uh” is the upper limit for optimal pitch, and the “huh” is the lower limit 
for this range. The range may seem small to you. It is about a four-to-five-note 
range. Be aware that this is only a range and it should fluctuate. If you begin your 
statements from the midrange of your voice and then move up one step on the 
speech stairs and then travel down the speech stairs for the remainder of your 
thought, you will be speaking in your optimal pitch range. If you feel that you are 
beginning your statements too high in pitch, say “uh-huh” to find your optimal 
pitch for comparison. 
 
Common Errors for this Strategy 
If you say “uh-huh” in too high a pitch, as if you were saying yes or agreeing with 
someone, then you will be far above your optimal pitch range. You will notice that 
your voice will be thinner and higher. Do not confuse uh-huh with agreement and 
move up in pitch instead of moving down in pitch, 
 
The Ummm-Hmmm Trick – Also by Daniel Boone 
Producing the sound “ummm-hmmm” has the same affect for finding your ideal 
voice as does the “uh-huh” trick. This is another quick and subtle technique for 
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finding your optimal pitch range before you begin talking. If you are speaking and 
realize you are not in the optimal zone that is okay. Do a quick “ummm-hmmm,” 
and it will prompt you to where you need to be. 
 

What to Expect When Speaking from a Lower Pitch Range 
My clients at first comment that they think their voices are too low or perhaps 
sound too masculine or unfriendly in the optimal pitch range. Remember, your 
voice was too thin, high in pitch or nasal sounding which is a different sound from 
the optimal voice placement. It will take time getting used to the change in your 
new voice. Speaking with stronger tones will be a nice improvement for you 
especially if the have the goal of enhancing your leadership image.  
 
I have my clients do easy practice at first. When you are driving or walking 
around, do the sigh on down strategy multiple times until it feels like a natural 
thing to do. Then sigh on down and from your lower voice, count from 1-10, or 
say, “This is my optimal pitch” and then practice introducing yourself and say 
what it is that you do professionally. 
 
These simple exercises will help you to become more comfortable speaking from 
your lower and more powerful voice. Then practice your new voice with 
sentences from the book, apply your voice skill with your speech note book and 
triggers.  After one or two weeks you will be speaking from your stronger and 
more powerful pitch range automatically. 
 
Am I Shouting Because the Voice in My Head Seems Louder? 
The voice in your head does seem louder but don’t let that bother you. When my 
clients first learn the skill of speaking with a richer and stronger voice they ask 
me if they are speaking with excessive loudness. Of course, they are not. The 
concern is there because the feedback from the voice in their head is louder from 
what they know are their “normal” voice.  
 
When you beginning to speak with better intonation and moving your speech 
articulators more fully, and then start speaking from your optimal pitch range, the 
feedback in your mind might seem a little loud. Don’t worry. Your volume is 
appropriate. You are receiving some internal feedback from how your sound 
waves are resonating in your throat and mouth cavities. This can create the 
perception that you are being too loud when in fact you are speaking with rich, 
full tones that project naturally. Remember, you were once speaking with a thin 
or more nasal sounding voice and with less ideal speech habits. You are now 
changing your habits that are giving you improved speech and a more powerful 
voice which is what you wanted. This is your new voice, and it may require some 
time getting used to. If you continue to have concerns, ask a friend whether he or 
she feels you are speaking too loudly. Chances are he or she will report that you 
sound great. 
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Think of Speaking from Your Chest 
Regardless of which approach you use to find your best vocal and more optimal 
pitch range, when you speak from that area, you probably have noticed that it felt 
as if you were speaking from the area of your breastbone or chest area. The 
breastbone is in the center of your rib cage, and when you place your hand in 
that area, you can feel it vibrate when you speak from your optimal pitch range. 
When you speak, think of the sound waves coming from your breastbone or 
chest area. That will help keep you in your optimal pitch range. Your optimal pitch 
range is in your lower throat. It makes sense to feel the sound waves vibrate in 
your chest area. If you speak with a high, thin or nasal sounding voice, you will 
feel the vibrations from your nose. You will feel the vibration from the sound 
waves where you “place” your voice. You will learn about this in the section on 
resonance.  

Chapter 3 
Achieving your Best Speech and Voice Qualities Through 

Diaphragm Breathing 
 

 Lesson One 
Experiencing a Diaphragm Breath 

 
Learning Objectives for Lesson 1 

• Understand how breathing for life is different than breathing for effective 
communication 

• Understand the function of the vocal folds with full and limited breath 
support 

• Experience how to breath from the diaphragm and not the chest 
 
There is a difference between breathing for life and breathing for more effective 
communication. Speaking from a full breath is an important skill for producing a 
stronger voice with better projection. It also helps with maintaining professional 
speaking skills. Without correct breathing, it may be difficult to fully achieve your 
communication goals. Some voicing issues that can occur from communicating 
on limited breath support are: 

•  not having enough air to finish your thought 

•  lower volume at the end of your statement 

•  general low volume 

•  vocal fry at towards the end of your statement 

•  tension in your throat 

•  wavering pitch, or creating a low, breathy voice 
 

People who are fast talkers, monotone or mumble tend to take a shallow breath, 
say their line and continue with the cycle of shallow breathing and poor 
communication habits. 
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Speaking with a fuller, diaphragm breath will allow you to speak more 
comfortably, while giving your message more power. It is a nice transition when 
you can discontinue shallow breathing and fast talking. The goal is to say your 
statement with a full breath. Your rate of speech will be more appropriate and 
professional sounding. You will notice a more controlled speaking rate producing 
better articulation. Overall you will be more comfortable and probably feel less 
tired at the end of your day. By becoming educated on how to breathe effectively, 
you will be able to speak with a stronger and more powerful voice and better 
control of your speech mechanism. You will present as calm and controlled. 
Characteristics like that support an image of leadership. There are two typical 
breathing patterns that are relevant for communication. Identify which breathing 
pattern belongs to you. 
 
Chest Breathing 
This is the most common breathing pattern, where the upper part of the rib cage 
and chest expand on inhalation. Many people speak this way when sitting and 
standing. However, this may not be the best breathing for conversational speech. 
The chest breath is only a partial breath and talking from a chest breath can 
cause you to feel as if you’re running out of air before you finish your thought. 
Chest breathers are often not in the position to fully project their voices because 
there is less air to work with. When air is limited in the vocal mechanism, it can 
cause your voice to sound tense or strained, or waiver in pitch, or you speak with 
pitch breaks or vocal fry. Often monotone speakers are chest breathers. They 
tend to speak their line; take a quick, shallow breath; say another line and then 
take another short breath. This pattern becomes an ineffective cycle of breathing 
while talking and can also create a tight vocal mechanism. Learning how to 
speak with a fuller breath will eliminate these behaviors. 

 
Diaphragm Breathing 
For optimal voice usage and projection, proper breathing must come from the 
midsection or diaphragm. This type of breathing will come from the region of your 
stomach and lower rib cage, providing the most volume of air for voicing. It will 
allow you to speak on controlled exhalation, creating natural projection and a 
pleasing vocal quality. Diaphragm breathing will help reduce muscular tension 
and give you better posture. This breathing style is a skill taught to actors, 
political figures, public speakers, corporate professionals and anyone who wants 
to improve his or her voice quality and professional image. 
 
When you breathe from your diaphragm, you are giving yourself a full amount of 
air for a rich and robust voice. Breathing on limited air from your upper chest 
provides less air for your voice to operate. When you use your voice with only a 
small amount of air, the result is a softer voice, with weaker tone quality and 
limited projection. Good breath support gives your vocal folds the power to do 
their work. 
 
Identify your current breathing style:___________________________________ 
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Breathing and Speech Behaviors 
Some speakers who talk fast or monotone tend to be shallow breathers. Learning 
how to speak from a diaphragm breath will improve your speech quality by 
reducing laryngeal tension in your throat, decreasing a fast speech rate, and 
improving your articulation and overall communication. Talking feels more 
comfortable from a full breath. I often spend about two or three weeks teaching 
my clients how to speak from a diaphragm breath as a significant component of 
their speech and improvement program. 

 
What Are the Vocal Folds? 

Your vocal folds are thin cartilages that move in a wave form from your breath to 
make sound. The more power and energy they have (i.e., good breath support), 
the stronger your voice will be. It is amazing how these small, thin structures 
support voice for a lifetime. To speak with a more powerful voice, your vocal folds 
must operate from a full breath. Otherwise, the folds will struggle to operate with 
less air, which will affect your voice quality. I give my clients the analogy that the 
vocal folds need to speak from a full breath just as people need a good breakfast 
for energy. 
 

The Steps for Learning How to Diaphragm Breathe 
 
Diaphragm breathing is achievable but may feel awkward at first if this is a new 
skill. Most people are chest breathers and do not naturally speak from a 
diaphragm breath. It may take a week to wire your brain to learn how to take a 
single breath from that abdominal  area. The good news is you can learn to 
speak from a diaphragm breath, and as a bonus you will also experience better 
projection, speak with richer vocal tones and feel more comfortable. Learning 
how to diaphragm breath has been outlined in four parts: 

• Experiencing a Diaphragm Breath 

• Establishing a Diaphragm Breath 

• Speaking at a Single Sentence Level 

• Speaking at the Conversational Level 
 

Mastering diaphragm breathing is a three-part process. First, you need to learn 
how to take a diaphragm breath in isolation. Then learn to speak a sentence from 
a diaphragm breath. Then finally, take a second and third diaphragm breath for 
longer conversation. Before bringing speech into diaphragm breathing, the fist 
skill is being able to take a diaphragm breath in isolation. Listed below are 
activities to help you learn how to take a diaphragm breath: 
 

Lie Down to Experience a Diaphragm Breath  

• People automatically breathe from their diaphragm while lying down. If you 
are unsure of what a true diaphragm breath is, lie with your back against 
the floor. Place one hand on your stomach and chest; then breathe. Notice 
that your lower abdomen is moving up and down. Congratulations, you are 
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diaphragm breathing! Stay here for a few minutes to experience 
diaphragm breathing. 

• Focus on your breathing. Your lower abdomen should be moving outward 
and inward while your chest remains fairly still. Spend time feeling this 
motion. Place your hands or a book in that area for a visual prompt. This is 
the goal when speaking in the sitting and standing positions. 

• Count from one to twenty-one from a full diaphragm breath. This count is 
equivalent to saying a complex thought. When you are finished, you 
should still have air left for talking. Exhale the rest to impress upon 
yourself how much air is available for talking.  

• For those of you who are shallow breathers, having leftover air for speech 
will be very new to you. Say some professional lines or lines from your 
Speech Notebook to feel what it is like having a lot of air for talking. Spend 
time lying down while talking. Notice that you have more air. Notice that 
your voice is stronger and that speaking with a full breath is comfortable. 
 

 

Chapter 3 
Achieving your Best Speech and Voice Qualities Through 

Diaphragm Breathing 
 

Lesson Two 
Establishing A Diaphragm Breath  

Diaphragm breathing in the standing and sitting position 
 

Note: This most likely will be a very difficult transition and will require a lot of 
practice. It takes some of my clients up to a week to get a single breath from the 
diaphragm. 
 

• Practice breathing in the standing position. Nothing has changed with your 
breathing patterns, only your position. Place one hand on your chest and 
the other on your stomach. Breathe in and out through your nose. Your 
midsection/diaphragm should be moving inward and outward, while your 
chest and shoulders remain fairly still. 

Note: If you notice that there is movement from your upper chest and shoulders, 
you are not diaphragm breathing. You are chest breathing.  
 

If You Can’t Get that Diaphragm Breath While Standing 

• A way to prompt yourself if you are having difficulty is to stand and lean 
over into a 90-degree angle with your hands on your abdomen area. In 
that position your breath will come from the diaphragm. Gradually come 
up a few inches at a time and feel a diaphragm breath in that position. 
Eventually, stand up and try to take a diaphragm breath. If you continue to 
have trouble, give yourself the prompt and try again. Remember, this new 
skill will take time and practice, as much as a week. 
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If a diaphragm breath is difficult, try these great tips: 
1. Fully exhale all of the air in your lungs including the residual air. Get all 

of the air out to where there is nothing left and you feel breathless. 
When you inhale, notice that the breath came from your diaphragm. 
Since your lungs were essentially empty, your body recovered with a 
full diaphragm breath. This is the place where you eventually want to 
breathe while communicating.  

 
2. Inhale through your nose. Your abdominal muscles should be moving 

forward. If you are getting a chest breath and/or seeing heavy shoulder 
movement, try to focus on your abdominal muscles moving forward. 
When it is time to exhale, pierce your lips and notice the abdominal 
muscles moving inward toward your spine. This activity will cause 
movement in the diaphragm area. Try this rhythm: 

• Inhale on a count of 2 and exhale on a count of 4. 

• Inhale on a count of 3 and exhale on a count of 6. 

• Inhale on a count of 4 and exhale on a count of 8. 

• Inhale on a count of 5 and exhale on a count of 10. 
 

3. If it is still difficult to find the diaphragm area, do a football or karate 
“huh-huh” and notice that it is coming from the midsection of your 
diaphragm. It is this area where diaphragm breathing occurs. 

 
This may feel awkward at first since this is a new skill. If you are having difficulty 
doing this without moving your chest, return to the lying down position to see and 
feel correct diaphragm breathing. This is a matter of rewiring your brain for new 
coordination of breathing from your diaphragm. 
 
Note: You may feel light-headed from diaphragm breathing. This is caused by 
taking in more oxygen than what you are used to having. If this occurs, sit down 
and breathe normally. Return to practice later. It is worth mentioning that if you 
are light headed you are not getting adequate breath for overall communication. 
 
Helpful Tip: Another prompt is to think of sending the breath to your lower spine. 
This analogy has helped many of my clients. 
 

Real-World Practice 
During the next week, create purposeful practice opportunities by choosing an 
activity in which you can experience diaphragm breathing. The goal is to be able 
to do this type of breathing on command. 

• Lying down. Breathe for two-minute cycles lying down before going to 
sleep and getting up from bed. Notice the full diaphragm breath. 

• Standing tall. Practice breathing while waiting in line to purchase an item, 
washing your hands after using the bathroom or brushing your teeth. 
Notice where your breath is being generated. 
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• Sitting. Practice proper breathing for three rounds when finished eating, 
waiting at a red light or starting up your computer. 

 

Chapter 3 
Achieving your Best Speech and Voice Qualities Through 

Diaphragm Breathing 
 

Lesson Three 
Beginning to Speak from a Diaphragm Breath 

 
Learning Objectives for Lesson 3 

• Experience speaking from a diaphragm at the sentence level 

• Learn the difference between projection and increasing vocal pitch 
 

 
You will discover that diaphragm breathing is slower than upper chest breathing. 
That is because you are now breathing and speaking with full air as opposed to 
using a minimal amount of your air from shallow chest breathing. Diaphragm 
breathing will not slow you down enough to cause the listener to notice a delay. 
After you have established the basic skill of launching your voice with a 
diaphragm breath, you will learn how to do it more quickly and get that second 
and third breath in during conversational speech which is the final goal. 
 
Listed below are activities that will provide the opportunity to practice speaking 
from a diaphragm breath. Complete these activities in both the sitting and 
standing positions to become flexible with your new skill. If it is difficult to avoid 
chest breathing, complete these tasks lying down to get a feel for speaking from 
a diaphragm breath. Use your prompts. Your upper chest and shoulders should 
remain fairly still when correctly doing diaphragm breathing. Practice in front of a 
mirror for visual feedback. 
 
Begin Speaking from a Diaphragm Breath 

• Take a diaphragm breath and on exhalation count to fifteen. 

• After a diaphragm breath, count to twenty-one using intonation on the 
speech stairs. An average healthy adult should have the breath support to 
manage this count. Longer spoken, more complex thoughts can be 
compared to a count of twenty-one. 

• Say your full name and occupation on a diaphragm breath. 

• Say your name and address. 
 
Sentence Practice and Diaphragm Breathing 

• Say previously written lines from your speech notebook or typical things 
you say in the work place. 

• Say social greetings from a diaphragm breath 

http://www.speechandvoice.com/


How to Speak like a Broadcaster and Lead like a CEO (2019, 2017, 2011, 2008) Elizabeth Peterson, M.A., 
CCC-SLP 

Copyright violation to use single pages for private lessons. Contact www.SpeechAndVoice.com  

for the complete program with audio support and optional seminar for business professionals.  
25  

• Do your professional introduction of who you are, what you do and where 
you work. 

• Make professional recommendations or explain a concept you do at work.  

• Practice sentences from the book with the goal of speaking from a 
diaphragm breath. 
 

Note: To reinforce diaphragm breathing, breathe incorrectly! Breathe from your 
chest and feel the difference. Compare the experience. 

 
MYTH! It is a myth that breathing from the midsection/diaphragm will cause your 
stomach to bloat, pooch, stick out, seem larger than it actually is or draw 
attention to you. Professional stage actors, public speakers and political figures 
speak from a diaphragm breath. In the early stages of learning how to diaphragm 
breathe, this movement will probably feel dramatic to you. 
 

The Truth about Projection 
There is a misperception that projecting your voice is about speaking with 
increased volume. That is not completely accurate. Projection is about getting 
your sound to carry across a room or in open space. 
 
In general, the sound of your voice is created by sound waves. Speaking from a 
full breath will provide the power to carry your sound waves across the room. A 
chest breath is limiting in power because less air is available. Attempting to 
increase your volume on a limited breath actually provides less power and 
smaller sound waves, resulting in a weaker, thinner, or higher in pitch sounding 
voice. Increasing your volume without breath support will create speech that 
sounds strained, not rich in power or volume. The result will be a thinner tone 
and a voice that will not be perceived as powerful or commanding. If you want to 
project your voice, speak from a diaphragm breath so there is enough breath 
support to provide the necessary power to move your voice across a room. 
 
Test It! 
Say “Hello, Rebecca. How are you?” while exhaling with a full breath. Do it again 
from a breath high in your chest cavity. What were the differences in your voice? 
How was the volume or voice quality? 
 
Consider This 
When you are yelling, are you projecting your voice? Yelling or speaking when 
excited actually causes people to speak in higher and thinner pitch tones. The 
higher pitch may seem more powerful or louder, but that is not the case. The 
vocal quality is actually thinner and has nasal resonance. 
 
Try it to see for yourself. Use your new skills for projecting and say “Taxi! Pull 
over, please.” Repeat the exercise by producing the line again with a chest 
breath. Which approach produced a richer, fuller tone quality? The next time you 
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want to be heard or prove a point, skip yelling and project with a diaphragm 
breath. You will get better results.  
 

Chapter 3 
Achieving your Best Speech and Voice Qualities Through 

Diaphragm Breathing 
 

Lesson Four 
Diaphragm Breathing for Normal Conversation 

Taking a Second and Third Diaphragm Breath During Conversational 
Speech  

 
Learning Objective for Lesson 4 

• Coordinate diaphragm breathing with conversational speech 
 
When you are at this level, you are now more advanced and are ready to 
coordinate taking a second and third breath while speaking at the conversational 
level. To be successful at this advanced level, it is important that you can speak 
and say lines consistently with a diaphragm breath. If you are not yet consistently 
demonstrating that skill, no worries, practice more and then return to this section. 
 
With this activity you will practice taking a second and third diaphragm breath 
while continuing to speak. The purpose of these drills is to comfortably 
coordinate taking another breath between spoken statements. There is a major 
difference here. When you were shallow chest breathing, you were saying a line, 
taking a shallow breath and then saying a quick line. This is your old, unhelpful 
and unhealthy cycle. The new goal is for you to take that second and third 
diaphragm breath when you need it, not necessarily because you finished a short  
line and you “think” you need a breath.  
 
Sometimes people feel that a diaphragm breath needs to be slow and long from 
activities such as yoga and taking a “relaxing” breath. Taking your second breath 
should be quick, full movement, not slow and long.  You must now have the 
awareness to take your next breath when you need to, or when there is a natural 
pause in your statements. The only difference is that you are taking your breath 
from your diaphragm area and not from your chest. Be mindful of this during your 
practice.  
 
A common mistake people make when learning how to diaphragm breathe is to 
speak their first lines from a diaphragm breath but the next lines from a chest 
breath. Take the exercises slowly, and note the second, third and even fourth 
diaphragm breaths during a conversation. 
 
Drill 

• Take a diaphragm breath and count from one to twenty-one. Then take a 
quick second breath and count from one to twenty-one again. Complete 
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this cycle five times. Do not be afraid to take that second and third breath 
from your diaphragm. This is the first step to taking that second or third 
breath in a conversation. 
 

Do not allow yourself to run out of air and sound as if you are straining your 
voice. If you need another breath, take it. Take a quick, diaphragm breath where 
you would normally in conversation, probably at the end of a complex sentence 
or where there is an appropriate pause. Remember, the difference here is that 
you are now taking that second breath from your diaphragm and not from your 
chest. Also, avoid thinking “This is the end of my brief thought, so time for 
another full breath”. Humans breathe when they need air, not because they are 
ready to express another thought, especially if they are speaking short lines. You 
can probably say two short lines on a single diaphragm breath. It may be 
appropriate to breathe at the end of a longer thought or where there is a natural 
pause in a statement. It may be appropriate to subtly speed up that statement to 
get the next needed breath. Learn flexibility with this skill. With practice, you will 
figure out the rhythm. 

Advanced Practice 
 

• Say the days of the week, Monday through Sunday, with a full diaphragm 
breath. Then take a new, quick diaphragm breath when needed. It may 
not necessarily be at the end of the count. You will probably notice that 
you physically do not need another breath at the end of the count. 

• Say the months of the year, January through December. Then take a 
second, quick diaphragm breath when needed. 

• State your full name and address. Breathe when needed. 

• In a few sentences, describe your morning routine. Take your new, quick 
diaphragm breath where it feels natural. 

• Describe your job title and professional responsibilities. Take a breath 
when you feel you need it. 

• Practice with sentences from “Stepping Up Two or Three Times on the 
Speech Stairs” from Unit II. Feel when breath is needed. 

 
Real-World Practice 

Get into the new habit of taking a diaphragm breath when you need it. Listed 
below are suggested activities for practice to do for the following week: 

• Diaphragm breathe during professional phone calls. 

• Produce all morning greetings at the sentence level, for example, “Hello 
Joe. How are you today?” 

• Order coffee or any menu item. 

• Select two or three people and diaphragm breathe when speaking with 
them. 

• Say your lines from your Community Conversations List, and speech 
notebook. 

• Reinforce diaphragm breathing when practicing a speech trigger. 

• Use the Pitch, Resonance and Breathing Checklist.  
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Specifically plan in your daily routine where you can incorporate practice during 
your day for the next week. Achieving the goal of diaphragm breathing is the 
foundation for achieving success with other speech and voice skills. When 
speaking to other people, be aware of taking a second and third quick diaphragm 
breath when delivering conversational information. 
 

Thank you for reading our e-book. Visit www.SpeechAndVoice.com for 

information on books and recorded seminars, free videos and articles, 

upcoming two-day seminars that can be taken in Denver or online and private 

coaching in Denver or online. Check out our newly launched public speaking e-

courses. 

 

Thank You, Elizabeth Peterson 
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