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The Queen’s Speech 

By Karen Mathieson 

“The voice of authority.” That phrase may call up an image of Colin Firth as the king of England, reaching 
out to his nation in a historic radio broadcast. Many American women of today also struggle to make 
their voices heard, whether through a microphone, in a group at work, or in their private life. Enhanced 
self-awareness—and skill-building techniques—can help. Here are five ways to make airwaves as an 
effective communicator in personal and professional settings: 

Make Room to Breathe 
A person in casual conversation may get by on shallow breaths, but with any kind of stress the body 
clamors for oxygen. An easy test of aerobic capacity is whether we can still talk while walking uphill fast. 
Similarly, under psychological strain such as delivering a speech, our words may emerge in gasps. 

Give your lungs access to their full capacity. Sit or stand erectly, and take deep, torso-filling breaths 
without gulping. Keep the flow smooth so that both brain and body will have the air supply they need. 

Discover the Octave Effect 
As a small girl, your voice was high and light. Women’s voices do deepen as we age, however, so 
eventually even first sopranos may find themselves courting the alto range. We speak on pitch, too. 
Someone whose tonal center was F above middle C at age 15 may find herself at age 35 more 
comfortable speaking around the pitch of the F below. Is it time to shift? 

You’ll need a digital tuner and a keyboard instrument to find out. Speak at your usual pitch near the 
tuner, and observe which note shows up most frequently. Match it on the keyboard as you speak again. 
Now, drop your tonal center to the note one octave below. Do you sense an ease in your throat, and a 
sudden release of color in your voice? If so, practice speaking in that range, and keep your voice there 
during difficult interactions. You’ll not only sound more like a grown-up, you’ll feel like one too. 

Upspeak Anyone? 
All too often, American women scatter upward inflections like birdseed at a wedding. When we 
constantly raise our pitch? we telegraph insecurity? We may be highly competent people? but that 
doesn’t stop others? from making that assessment? 

Women of conviction making strong statements do not speak like a Valley Girl. Professional women 
interjecting something important at a meeting need not say, “Excuse me?” They begin, “Excuse me,” 
and get on with it. Women wanting to sound confident as they ask another person at work or at home 
to change a behavior, can practice saying, “When you ____, I _____, because _____.” Then they’re ready 
to lift and insert a courteous inflection: “Can we figure out a way to change that?” 
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No More Dead Air 
Radio announcers dread dead air, and often fill it with meaningless noise. In everyday conversation as 
well, people resort to verbal tics such as “you know” or “um” to continue broadcasting without content. 
However, our brains can supply precisely the words we need to make a coherent statement if allowed a 
mere moment to assemble them. 

Give your non-digital processor a break. Discover the impact of intentional silence—a far different effect 
than a dead-air, zombie “uhhhhh.” A short pause need not indicate you’re at a loss for words, merely 
that you’re gathering the right ones. It makes people prick up their ears. We may have to break habits 
dating from childhood competition for the family airwaves, but as adult women we can claim the right 
to hear ourselves think. 

Reduce the Rev 
Remember being stopped in a traffic lane beside someone repeatedly revving an engine? Irritating, 
wasn’t it? Like the need to fill any silence with non-substance, a wildly variable delivery rate likely 
started out as a coping device to keep the floor. In fact, the Rev is not merely tiresome to listen to, it 
markedly reduces interest in our listeners. 

It can be hard to change this engrained speech trait, but you could begin by noticing when other people 
resort to the Rev and then observing your own drop-off of attention. That may be all the motivation you 
need to catch yourself gunning the word engine—and to take it easy on the accelerator. 

Sign-Off 
King George VI overcame a severe communication disorder—stuttering—to become an inspiration to his 
people throughout World War II. Our roles as women in the 21st century may bear little resemblance to 
his, but each time we connect with others in a calm, clear and confident manner we, too, are claiming 
our authority. It’s good to be Queen. 
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