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I was reminded of Ephron’s comment
when I sat down recently to interview
Eda Roth, a communications consult-
ant who helps clients become more

effective presenters. Whether
coaching business execu-

tives from AT&T, Levi
Strauss, or Coca-Cola;

or public interest
professionals from
the California
Health Care
Foundation, Robert
Wood Johnson

Foundation
Executive Nurse

Fellows Program,
or UCLA Medical School,

Roth says she usually
encounters the same three

problems. And first among them is
the surprising difficulty most people
have simply playing themselves.
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n the movie “Heartburn,” Meryl
Streep played a character based
on novelist and screenwriter Nora
Ephron, so when the American
Film Institute honored

Streep earlier this year,
Ephron was among
the luminaries
invited to speak.
Never one to
miss an oppor-
tunity for a
trenchant
observation
or two, Ephron
had this to say
about watching
America’s finest
living actress portray,
of all people, her: “It’s a
little depressing knowing that if you
audition [to play] yourself, Meryl will
beat you out for it.”
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When it’s your turn to present,
is your audience seeing the real you?

The Art
of Playing

Yourself

n 1977, Dr. David Olds founded the
Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP),
a program that sends registered
nurses into the homes of low income,
first-time mothers to help them

through pregnancy, delivery and the
first two years of their baby’s life.
Rigorous evaluation confirms that
NFP gives babies a healthier start, helps
young mothers handle the stresses of
that first new addition, and ultimately
delivers stronger families.

Dr. Olds has been the
principal ambassador
for this program
since its incep-
tion, and his
talks to policy
makers, legisla-
tors, and health
care leaders
across the coun-
try have helped
expand NFP’s reach
to 22 states. Despite
his integral role, though,
Dr. Olds remained reluctant
to talk about himself. “This is about the
evidence,” he told me. “Talking about
myself feels self-aggrandizing in a way
that makes it more about me than about
the cause we’re trying to address.”

At the same time, Dr. Olds wanted to
improve as a presenter. I asked him why
he started NFP, and he told me about his
experience at the Union Square Day
Care Center in Baltimore, his first job

out of college. One four year-old boy
he met there could communicate only
in grunts and gestures because his
mother had taken drugs during preg-
nancy. Another child couldn’t sleep
at naptime because his mother had
beaten him for wetting himself during
naps at home. Dr. Olds sensed he
was arriving after the damage had
been done; for children like these, he
thought, professional help had to
intervene much earlier. The seeds

for NFP were sown.

I encouraged him to
tell this story, and Dr.

Olds made the leap
of faith before an
audience of policy
makers at the
University of
Michigan. “When

I got done with my
talk, people were

buzzing,” he reported.
“They came up and said,

‘Wow, this is so powerful.’
What struck me was the level of

emotional connection.”  Perhaps even
more impressive was  the change Dr.
Olds felt in himself. “Telling my story
allowed my own sense of purpose and
emotion to get communicated in the
context of the presentation. And as
a result of that, I was a much more
persuasive speaker. Suddenly, I was
talking from my heart, and not just
from the mind.”  

For some presenters, telling a personal story
may be the key to unlocking your authentic voice. 

Find
Your Story,

Find
YourVoice
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The Art of Playing Yourself

Although she began her professional life as
a social worker, Roth caught the acting bug
early on, got her masters of fine arts in act-
ing at New York University, and undertook
the arduous task of finding work. The jobs
that came her way most easily were more in
the line of teaching than acting, and in 1985
Roth joined the faculty of Boston University
to teach voice, speech and dialect in the the-
ater program. Since then she has coached
such Hollywood notables as Holly Hunter,
Richard Dreyfuss and Jeff Bridges, taught
graduate-level courses in leadership and
“executive presence,” and built a business as
a communications consultant for commer-
cial and nonprofit clients.

The 3 Most Common Problems
While her customers run the gamut from
hard-charging corporate types to soft-
spoken policy wonks, Roth says she sees
a common set of problems when it comes
to presenting. “Most people are very con-
stricted by either their own or a societal
sense of professionalism,” she says. “The
same people who are very expressive at their
children’s soccer games are not as expres-
sive in their professional lives.”  Simply put,
the number one problem Roth encounters
comes down to two words: “Being yourself.”

To free those clients who are bound by this
psychological straightjacket, Roth conducts
an exercise in which presenters must start
their talk by literally running into the room
and exclaiming, “I have the most incredible
thing to tell you!”  Most clients will respond
by jogging to the podium with an embar-
rassed look on their faces, but Roth sends
them back and demands a full-out sprint. “I
want to break through the constrictions of
so-called professionalism and get them to

open up to the possibility of a bigger and
more visceral expression,” she explains.

Much to her clients’ relief, Roth doesn’t
expect them to incorporate the running
start into their actual presentations. “It’s
a matter of stretching out a lot so that when
the personality snaps back, it’s a little larger
than it was,” she says. In a similar exercise,
Roth will ask presenters to identify the
emotion—excitement, anger, empathy, frus-
tration—that is central to their talk. Once
they have it, she instructs them to make
their points saying exactly what they mean

shorn of any euphemisms or diplomatic
language. This helps presenters feel the
emotion more clearly, and that’s what Roth
wants them to remember when they eventu-
ally put the diplomatic language back in.

“The second major problem,” says Roth,
“is connecting with the other people in the
room—conveying why the topic is important
to you and why it should be important to
them as well.”  To address this problem,
Roth asks presenters to deliver their talk 
as normally prepared, but to insert the line,
“I love you,” into every paragraph. Again,
clients usually take to this exercise like a
lobster to boiling water. “They resist it,” 
she says with a laugh, “but this is a behav-
ioral exercise,” she continues, stressing the
word “exercise,” and Roth maintains it helps
presenters focus on their connection to
the people in the room.

Roth has a one-word summary for the third
most common problem: size. “Most people,
when they are in a room, literally do not see
the room they are in. They do not fill the
space,” Roth says. “Their awareness expands
about three inches beyond their own bodies.”
To tackle his problem, she asks presenters 

to imagine themselves addressing a single
person across a very large room. “Even if you
have a microphone,” she explains, “if you don’t
speak up, there’s no evidence of your enthusi-
asm and passion for what you’re saying."

Learning from Dr. King
As part of her coaching, Roth has presenters
watch a videotape of Martin Luther King’s
legendary “I Have a Dream” speech, but not
simply for inspiration as some might guess.
What’s striking about the speech, Roth
points out, is how Dr. King’s demeanor
changes when he moves into its most famous
passage. Before he talks about his dream,
King is, as always, an effective orator. “But
when he goes into the dream section,” says
Roth, “he’s off the page. He’s in ministerial

mode, and that is when he’s most deeply
connected to who he is.” 

Having watched that tape in one of Roth’s
workshops, I can confirm that the difference
is noticeable, as is the effect the lesson has
on her students. The more of themselves
they reveal in subsequent exercises, the
better their talks become. “I highly recom-
mend having Meryl Streep play you,” Nora
Ephron joked at the AFI dinner. As that
isn’t a very likely option for most of us,
it’s probably best to follow Roth’s advice
and get better at playing yourself. The
audience at your next presentation will be
glad you did. And so will you.

(To contact Eda Roth directly, call 781.643.7939 

or send email to EdaRoth@aol.com.)

Martin Luther King’s

famous “I Have a Dream”

speech demonstrates

the difference when a

speaker’s authentic voice

comes through.


