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REDUCE PRESENTATION ANXIETY:  
15 PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR CALMER, 

CLEARER SPEAKING 

 
 

You can be highly competent and still feel anxious before 
presenting, especially in a second language. The goal is not to 
eliminate nerves, but to manage them so that your energy 
supports clarity and connection. The strategies below focus 
on practical actions you can apply before, during, and after 
your next presentation. 
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If you feel anxious before presenting, you are in good company. Even experienced speakers report 
nerves: a racing heart, dry mouth, shaky hands, or that familiar feeling of “What if I blank?”. The 
goal is not to eliminate anxiety completely. The goal is to manage it, so that your energy 
works for you rather than against you.  

1) Know your content and structure so well that you can recover smoothly 
Anxiety thrives on uncertainty. Confidence grows when you know exactly what you will say and in 
what order. 
Practical action: reduce your talk to a clear “spine” or scaffolding: 

• your main claim / message in one sentence 
• three key points 
• one or two examples per point 
• a short closing summary 

If you momentarily lose your words, you can return to the spine. 

2) Build a strong opening and a clear ending 
Many presenters overwork the middle and underprepare the beginning and the end. Yet audiences 
judge you most strongly at the start and the finish. 
Practical action: memorise your first 30–60 seconds (not the entire talk). Prepare a closing that: 

• restates the main message 
• summarises key points 
• signals a clean finish (so you do not fade out) 

3) Rehearse deliberately (not mindlessly) 
Rehearsal reduces anxiety because it turns uncertainty into familiarity. 
Practical action: use three rounds: 

• Structure rehearsal: speak through headings only. 
• Timing rehearsal: full run with a timer. 
• Delivery rehearsal: focus on voice, pauses, eye contact, and gestures. 

If possible, record yourself once. Notice one or two changes, not twenty. 

4) Practise with a timer and plan a “safe cut” 
Time pressure is a hidden driver of anxiety. 
Practical action: build a simple contingency plan: 

• mark one section you could shorten 
• prepare one optional example you can skip 
• finish 10–15% under the limit in rehearsal 

This creates breathing space. 

5) Use slides or cue cards as scaffolding (not a script) 
Support materials are not “cheating”; they are intelligent risk management. 
Practical action: aim for prompts that prevent blanking: 

• keywords, not sentences 
• short quotes or figures you can point at 
• images that carry meaning 

Good visual support also briefly shifts attention away from you, which many speakers find calming. 

6) Connect with real people, not an anonymous mass 
An audience becomes less intimidating when it becomes human. 
Practical action: before you begin: 

• make brief eye contact with two or three friendly faces 
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• exchange a few words with someone nearby if appropriate 
• remind yourself: these are ordinary people, not judges 

7) Turn the talk into communication, not performance 
A presentation does not have to be a one-way monologue. 
Practical action: include one moment of interaction: 

• a short question for a show of hands 
• a 20-second “think” prompt 
• a single clarification question in the middle (“Does that distinction make sense?”) 

Interaction often reduces pressure because it distributes attention across the room. 

8) Use breathing or grounding techniques to calm the body first 
Anxiety is not only psychological. It is physiological. 
Practical action (simple and discreet): 

• slow exhale (longer than inhale) for 60 seconds 
• relax shoulders and jaw 
• place both feet firmly on the floor 

Find what works for you. Some people relax by moving; others by stillness. 

9) Visualise success in a concrete, realistic way 
Visualisation is not magic. It is mental rehearsal. 
Practical action: imagine three specific moments: 

• the first sentence coming out clearly 
• one key explanation landing well 
• the final sentence and a calm pause afterwards 

Keep it realistic: confidence, not perfection. 

10) Use positive self-talk to redirect your attention 
Your internal commentary can increase or decrease anxiety. 
Practical action: replace vague panic with functional statements, for example: 

• “I am prepared.” 
• “I can speak slowly and clearly.” 
• “I do not need to be perfect; I need to be understandable.” 

Short, repeatable sentences work best. 

11) Adopt confident body language to create confidence 
Posture influences voice, breath, and perceived authority. 
Practical action: use a stable speaking stance: 

• stand upright, shoulders relaxed 
• feet about a hand’s width apart 
• hands calm and purposeful (avoid constant fidgeting) 

Even if you still feel nervous, your body can signal control and help your voice stabilise. 

12) Familiarise yourself with the room and equipment 
Environmental uncertainty increases stress unnecessarily. 
Practical action: if possible, arrive early to check: 

• where you will stand 
• how loud you need to speak 
• how slides advance 
• where you can place notes and water 
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The more predictable your surroundings, the more mental capacity you have for content and 
connection. 

13) Create a pre-presentation routine you can repeat anywhere 
A routine creates a sense of control and reduces decision fatigue. 
Practical action: build a 3–5 minute ritual, for example: 

• quick review of your “spine” (message + three points) 
• two slow breaths 
• posture reset 
• one intention: “Speak slowly.” 

14) Prepare for the unexpected (because it will happen) 
Technical issues, interruptions, unexpected questions are common, not rare. 
Practical action: pre-plan three responses: 

• If slides fail: “I will continue without the slides and summarise the visuals verbally.” 
• If you forget a word: pause, paraphrase, continue. 
• If you get a difficult question: “That is a useful point. My brief answer is…, and I am happy 

to follow up afterwards.” 
Prepared phrases reduce panic. 

15) Reflect after the talk and collect feedback strategically 
Confidence grows through evidence of improvement. 
Practical action: after the presentation, write: 

• three things that worked 
• one thing to improve next time 
• one short question to ask for feedback (“Was my structure clear?”) 

This turns each presentation into a training cycle, not a judgement. 

A quick “before you speak” checklist (60 seconds) 
1. I know my main message and three points. 
2. My opening is ready. 
3. I will speak 10% slower than feels natural. 
4. I will pause after key ideas. 
5. I will look at people, not at the floor. 
6. If something goes wrong, I can recover. 

Recommended video: Stress can help you perform 
If you want a powerful reframe of presentation stress, watch Kelly McGonigal’s TED talk “How to 
make stress your friend” and take notes on one key question: 
How can stress signals be interpreted as readiness rather than danger? 
Link: Kelly McGonigal, “How to make stress your friend” 
(TED): https://www.ted.com/talks/kelly_mcgonigal_how_to_make_stress_your_friend 

Final tip 
If you regularly present in English, choose two strategies from this list and practise them for your 
next talk. Most speakers do not need more tips; they need fewer tips applied consistently. Over time, 
anxiety usually becomes more predictable, more manageable, and less dominant. 
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PRESENTATION ANXIETY CHECKLIST 
A) The day before (preparation that reduces uncertainty) 
☐ I can state my main message in one sentence. 
☐ I have three key points (and one example for each). 
☐ My opening (first 30–60 seconds) is prepared and sounds natural. 
☐ My ending is prepared: main message + brief summary + clear final sentence. 
☐ I  have a “safe cut” (one section I can shorten if needed). 
☐ My slides or cue cards contain keywords, not full sentences. 
☐ I rehearsed once with a timer and finished under the time limit. 
☐ I prepared one sentence for difficult questions (see section D). 

B) 15 minutes before (physiology and focus) 
☐ I arrive early enough to check room, tech, and where I will stand. 
☐ I drink water and loosen jaw and shoulders. 
☐ I do 60 seconds of slow breathing (exhale longer than inhale). 
☐ I remind myself: “I aim for clarity, not perfection.” 
☐ I choose one intention: speak slightly slower than feels normal. 

C) The first minute (the “stability zone”) 
☐ I plant my feet and pause before I speak. 
☐ I look at people, not at notes. 
☐ I deliver my prepared opening calmly. 
☐ I pause after my first key statement. 

D) During the talk (recovery strategies) 
If something goes wrong, I do this: 
§ If I blank: pause, breathe, look at my “spine” (message + 3 points), continue. 
§ If I forget a word: paraphrase and move on. 
§ If I speak too fast: pause at the end of a sentence; restart slowly. 
§ If a slide fails: “I will continue without the slides and summarise the visual verbally.” 
§ If I get a hard question: 

• “That is a useful question. My brief answer is …” 
• “I may need to check the details, but the core point is …” 
• “I am happy to follow up after the session.” 

E) After the talk (confidence-building reflection) 
Write three short notes (confidence-building reflection): 
1. Three things that went well. 
2. One thing I will improve next time. 
3. One question for feedback from the audience (e.g. “Was my structure clear?”). 
 
 
 

Want more structured practice? Explore our presentation skills resources at: 
www.masteringenglish.info 
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