Believe

On February 10th, 2006,  I gave my 10th and final speech towards my CTM at our clubs first president night. The overall theme that evening was achievement, so I thought to myself, what would be more appropriate than to talk about my achievement in Toastmasters in the previous year and a half.  I talked about my experience, strength and hope.  It was the story of my journey with toastmasters and the tools that helped me to change and grow.
For most of my life, I have suffered from low self esteem. I never believed in myself and as a result it was extremely difficult for me to speak in front of a group of people. When there was the occasion to speak, I was terrified.  My sleep would be affected for days or even weeks before depending on the type of speech or presentation. When the time came to speak, I would blush, stammer, panic, and or become disorientated. My heart would beat heavily, my breathing would be short, my hands would sweat and my stomach would turn.  I can remember, one time when I had to give a presentation at a seminar in university. I completely blanked out, and did not know where I was. All that I can remember was that it was so embarrassing. 
After university I obtained a job in the insurance. I realized I had to do something about my ability to speak in front of people if I was to survive. So I decided to join Toastmasters. I can remember admiring the people who were speaking at the meetings.  They were calm and spoke with confidence. As I watched these people I asked myself, “How could I possibly to do this.” There was no hope and I was full of fear. I did not continue with the membership because I did not believe that I could ever do this. At that time there was no hope but deep down inside, there was a dream, that maybe one day I would be able to stand up in front of a group of people and give a speech. 
There I was 25 years later standing in front of group people of giving my 10th and final  speech towards my Competent Toastmasters Award.
So, how did achieve this?

It all started 12 years ago when I decided that I wanted to make a change in my life. I had moved to Switzerland with my Swiss wife and two children. Some call this a geographical; hoping and believing that if I moved I would change.  Many of us eventually learn that no matter where we go we remain the same on the inside. 
I realized that it would take a great deal of work to change and that it would have to be an inside job. I joined Toastmasters once again but I still had that tremendous fear and lacked the hope so I  soon gave it up. I began working with a self help group, reading many books and taking courses. This went on for about 4 years. 
I made some progress but it was not until I took a workshop to learn how to do neurofeedback to help a member in family with an attention problem that my life began to take a turn for the better. After, I had worked with the family member; I decided that I would train myself with the neurofeedback and biofeedback. My life started to change; my thinking and beliefs changed. I became more calm and reacted less to stress.  It gave me the hope that I could change.  I was so impressed with the results that I became a neurofeedback/biofeedback coach. That was nine years ago.   
Two years ago,   I decided that I wanted to do seminars and workshops so that I could share my good fortune and my knowledge about this new training. But there was a problem! I lacked the skills and the ability to speak in front of people. 

So once again, I joined Toastmasters. Once again, I did my icebreaker and once again it was very bad. I was still terrified. But this time I was prepared to make the full commitment to Toastmasters and do what ever it would take to become a speaker. 
I was aware that nervousness was a major problem for me in my speaking ability. In my biofeedback/neurofeedback practice, I had learned that breathing was an important factor to keeping calm resulting in improved performance. I had been focusing on my own breathing patterns for sometime and sharing this knowledge with my clients to help them improve their performance.
I used biofeedback training to help learn how to breath better and as a result be calmer. Biofeedback is like a mirror. I could see how my breathing had an effect on my physiology.  I used the biofeedback equipment to learn how to calm myself and find the proper breathing rate. I worked at slowing down my breathing before the speech and by being aware of my breath patterns during my speech. It had a tremendous effect and I started to improve.
About this same time, I read an article in one of the Toastmaster’s magazines. A fellow had asked his mentor to help him become a professional speaker.  The mentor told him to go out and speak whenever and wherever he could. So this is what I decided to do. I volunteered to give an educational speech about breathing at a conference in Berlin.  While I was speaking someone in the back row was laughing. I was walking back and forth three steps at a time.; “The three step metronome” he called it.  I realized that I was still full of fear. I was calm but I still had the fear. 
Interesting enough, someone, at this same conference told me that I liked to control. Of course I had a hard time admitting this; my family has been trying to tell me this for sometime. When you are standing in front of a crowd giving a speech you are not in control of how people react and what they think.  On a one to one basis you have some degree of control; you can even walk out of the conversation if you feel uncomfortable. Why did I need to control? I was afraid of what they would be thinking. I believed that they wanted to me fail, that they did not think very much of me and that I did not have much to offer. 
As a result, the next step in my growth had to do with changing my belief system. I needed to learn to believe that I have something to say and that the people want to hear it. I needed to believe that the people listening to me are my friends. As I practice this approach my speaking continues to improve. 
My journey with toastmasters has helped me to grow not only as a speaker but also as a person.  The use of neurofeedback and biofeedback in this journey was most certainly a key ingredient. This experience has helped me to develop a new program called HeartSmart; a program for self management for inner fitness.  I am so impressed with these tools  that I have now coached other people in public speaking and other areas of peak performance.  
