Speech coaches work wonders ... so to speak;
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U of A program will develop needed professionals

EDMONTON -- Betty Moulton believes the studies that suggest fear of public speaking is second only to the fear of dying.

After all, she has worked with a terrified oilfield worker who was promoted up the ranks to a management position, but could barely make eye contact with his labourers. He rocked from foot to foot while explaining safety precautions.

After speech and voice training from Moulton, the man became a confident, strong presenter.

"It's not easy to find people who have an expertise in this," said Moulton, a drama professor at the University of Alberta and one of about four people in the Edmonton area who are professional voice and speech coaches for lawyers, teachers, actors, business entrepreneurs, even factory workers or sales representatives for major banks. "There are few formal training programs to teach voice and speech teachers."

Such teachers coach people in the art and science of communication. They are different from both voice teachers, who train singers, and speech language pathologists, who give therapy to those whose voices have been damaged by cancer or polyps on their vocal folds.

In September, a new master of fine arts program specializing in theatre voice pedagogy will be offered at the University of Alberta to train people with theatre backgrounds how to coach others in how to use their bodies, voices, tongues and lips in communication.

The program is one of only two such degree programs in Canada, Moulton said. What makes the U of A program unique, even from the program at York University in Toronto, is that students will be taking an anatomy class with speech language pathologists to understand the medical and scientific side of speech. There, they will learn how muscles, bones and cartilage work to create a healthy voice.

The students will also be given extensive training in how to work with business people, since there are limited full-time career options working with actors. Theatres often have tight budgets.

Instead, graduates may work with a business owner who has a breathy voice that doesn't carry or impress people at meetings.

Or they may work with members of the clergy or politicians who are so tense that their voices sound too strident in certain situations.

Moulton said, "Creativity and responsive thinking and imagination are really big in the marketplace right now.

"The ability to creatively think and base coaching on understanding of humanity is crucial. It's not just mechanics."

Already, six students, including one from India and one from the United States, have applied to fill the two student spaces.

Heidi Verwey is one of the applicants. She and her husband, Tom Bradshaw, run the Academy of Voice and Speech and have seen a growth in the last year of business people seeking out voice coaching.

"Business people today understand the need to have an extra leg up in the world of business," said Verwey, whose extensive theatre background, plus training through workshops and conferences, allow her to coach already.

"With increased use of computers and working online, we don't communicate one-on-one like we used to so we need to learn those skills."

Verwey said entrepreneurs know that communication is key to increasing a company's profile and brand name.

"This is a new frontier," said Verwey, who mostly works with young people. Her husband, who has a voice and speech degree from Trinity Guildhall in London, England, coaches business people full time. "This is an area that has not been very well developed in society. We need this more and more."

Kate Mahoney also swears by it. Mahoney, who narrates audio books for visually impaired people, took training with Moulton to improve her articulation of words and understanding of stories or text books.

"It has made a tremendous difference in the way I look at a text and how I derive meaning from it," said Mahoney, who works for Alberta Education's Learning Resource Centre. "It's not just speaking or words."

She said many people look for career advice when it comes to wardrobe choice or improving body language, but she said too few people realize the benefits of voice instruction to sell themselves or communicate better.

"I think it's great the university is pushing this program," Mahoney said.

