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Introduction 

In our private practices, most of  our clients take many ESL courses, hold jobs in English, and are 
able to pronounce many of  the English sounds. Yet, when they begin their sessions, they tell us they 
don’t feel comfortable when speaking English. They tell us that they avoid situations that require 
speaking, feel anxious or embarrassed by their speech, and really try to limit their time speaking 
English. Our clients are often passed up for promotions, lose out on educational and professional 
opportunities, have difficulty making English-speaking friends, and feel frustrated by their lack of  
progress. 

We wrote this book to pass along the successful approach we use in our private practices. We reveal 
simple methods that have changed the way our clients communicate by looking at all aspects of  
communication, including pronunciation.  We know that treating communication as a whole is what 
leads to successful communication, but we do not believe it is necessary to eliminate your accent. 
Instead, the goal of  this book is for our readers to be easy to understand (and not necessarily 
perfect), happy with their speech and confident about joining in during  a conversation. Our 
approach concentrates on the big picture while providing direction on basic skills. We identify the 
real problems ESL speakers face and provide practical approaches to improving their existing 
abilities. We focus on developing new skills which  from our experience will produce the biggest 
results. This book brings together our combined experience in what we have found to be the best 
methods to improve communication for ESL speakers. 

Jenny is one of  the many reasons we decided to write our book. Jenny was a brilliant computer 
analyst, had passed all of  her ESL exams and held a good job that required her to speak English, yet 
she never felt confident speaking it. She didn’t know what to say to her colleagues and acquaintances 
and avoided most social situations with English-speaking people. When her company had a party, 
she didn’t attend. She avoided the lunchroom and ate at her desk. Jenny dreaded any situation that 
required “small talk.” She spent 80% of  her time outside of  work speaking her native language. Her 
English skills had not improved for over five years, and she had not made any close relationships 
with English speakers. Jenny’s co-workers only discussed work-related matters with her, and she had 
been passed over for many promotions. After being in the country for over seven years she felt stuck 
and had not moved forward.  

We began working with Jenny and found that her basic skills in English were good. Other than some 
minor pronunciation difficulties, there were few reasons for her not to succeed. After our 
assessment, however, we began to understand why her communication wasn’t getting any better, and 
why she wasn’t achieving any of  her goals at work.   

Jenny needed new tools and a new way of  thinking to communicate better.   



We began by reinforcing her core skills and correcting some of  her sound errors. We then 
progressed to practicing everyday conversations and real-life situations using a number of  key 
strategies. Once we had approached communication in a systematic, step-by-step manner, Jenny’s 
confidence increased and she began to participate more in conversations. By participating more, her 
skills and her new found confidence grew, and a new cycle emerged.   
 

Jenny figured it out…she had to speak (and enjoy speaking) and apply her new skills in order to 
improve her accent and overall English. She has gone on to make many English-speaking friends 
and her true personality is beginning to emerge now that she is comfortable when speaking English. 
Shortly after we finished working together Jenny was promoted.  

If  you are like Jenny, this book is for you. 



Why Speech Therapy Works  

Speech Therapists, also known as Speech-Language Pathologists, are specialists with a Master’s 
degree in the field of  communication disorders.  These professionals study how sounds are 
produced, from breath support to tongue movements, and completely understand how to change 
accents. Speech Therapists can correct pronunciation errors, improve melody, change voice quality 
and increase the ease in which someone is understood.   

Speech therapy services for non-native English speakers begin where conventional English as a 
Second Language (ESL) courses end. It is based on years of  linguistic research and teaching that has 
evolved specifically to aid ESL speakers improve their spoken English.   

Accents add to the diversity of  our society and only become an issue when they affect the ease with 
which a person is understood. This can cause a host of  difficulties such as misunderstandings, lack 
of  self-confidence and inability to convey important ideas. If  these difficulties are occurring 
frequently, most ESL speakers will benefit from a Speech Therapist’s expertise. Once an accent is 
modified by correcting pronunciation errors, the focus turns to putting the pieces back together to 
improve everyday speech. Speech Therapists have the know-how to easily and systematically help 
you achieve better communication. 



Sometimes people incorrectly make judgments about accents. For example, someone may assume 
that people who speak with an accent also have trouble understanding English. Recognize that these 
judgments and perceptions can be present when you are communicating. These attitudes can be very 
frustrating but it is important to handle these judgments in an appropriate way. While sometimes 
you can politely smooth over the situation and reduce the judgments, there may be occasions when 
you simply won’t be able to change someone’s perceptions about your speech.   

Why This Book  

Our approach is systematic and step-by-step, and our book is aimed at non-native English speakers 
who already have a good command of  English but would like to improve their spoken skills. We 
start by finding out exactly what key areas of  communication need attention. These key areas or core 
skills include pronunciation, voice use, social skills and nonverbal communication. Once we know 
which core skills need to be strengthened, we provide practical exercises to improve each area. So, if  
your pronunciation is poor, we help to correct your sound errors. Once you've corrected these core 
skills, you will progress to practicing your skills in real-life situations using a number of  key strategies 
and practical tools, such as scripts.   

This book starts off  with testing that allows you to figure out what is going wrong. It then breaks 
communication down into core skills important for success and provides practical exercises to 
improve each area. You will learn about pronunciation and accent modification, important 
grammatical rules, optimal voice use, and essential social communication skills. You will conclude by 
learning key strategies and we will show you how to make these work for you in conversation.  



Part I - The Big Seven 
We have identified seven principles that are critical for communication success. We call these 
principles the “Big Seven” because of  their importance in improving communication. These must 
be understood and applied for you to significantly change your everyday speech.   

Over the years, we have seen first-hand the tremendous benefits of  coaching our clients on the “Big 
Seven”, which past clients tell us have played a vital role in achieving their communication goals. The 
next section will help you to understand and apply these essential principles.   
 



1. Relax and Breathe 

If  you want to improve your English beyond the basics, you’ve got to learn to relax and breathe 
when speaking. Both of  these skills impact one another. Relaxation facilitates good breathing 
because when we are relaxed, the muscles used for breathing are relaxed and so you breathe better. 
Good breath support makes you feel more relaxed, and the more relaxed you are, the more likely 
you will succeed in conversation. 

Good breath support involves such things as not speaking when you’ve run out of  air, taking natural 
inhalations when you pause and not holding your breath when speaking. Breath support is essential 
for clear speech and a strong voice. If  you’re breathing poorly during conversations, relaxation and 
overall communication will be negatively impacted. Good breath support involves using the stomach 
muscles, not the chest or neck muscles. It requires us to speak when we breath out.   

Relaxation allows you to be natural and apply your skills, and a relaxed person attracts others. Just 
imagine any situation that causes you to be stressed such as driving in a new city or taking a test. 
With both of  these situations, you have to manage your stress in order to succeed. If  you let 
yourself  become overly stressed, you will not perform as well. It’s exactly the same thing with 
communication: the more relaxed you are, the more likely you are to succeed.  

For people who are speaking another language, there is always additional stress involved in 
conversation. It is also important for you to figure out what triggers stress when you communicate, 
as well as what your body does when it gets tense. Recognizing these triggers can help you to reduce 
stress and tension when you are communicating. Some people feel more stress when talking to 
strangers or when they have to disagree. As a result some people may tighten their shoulders, clench 
their jaw, or hold their breath. For clear speech, the muscles in your stomach, neck, shoulders, jaw 
and tongue must be relaxed.  



 

 

Apply It! Breathing 

Stand in front of  a mirror and record yourself  as you hold your breath and 
describe the room. Now breathe shallowly and quickly and describe the 
room again. Do you feel relaxed? How does your speech sound? How does 
your voice sound?  

Apply It!  Relaxation 

Think of  a situation or person that makes you feel nervous (e.g., heights or 
an intimidating boss.) Tense the muscles in your body, especially the 
stomach, tongue, jaw, shoulder and face. Now try to breathe. Say 2 or 3 
things about yourself. How does it feel? How does it sound? Is it hard to 
breathe? Where do you feel tension?   

Now, relax those muscles that were tense and try speaking again. Does it 
feel different? Do your speech and voice sound different? Is your breathing 
deep and even, and coming from your stomach when you are relaxed?



2. Enjoy and Make Mistakes 

Enjoying yourself  during conversation and allowing yourself  to make mistakes is critical for 
successful communication. Everyone responds to those who are enjoying themselves. These people 
tend to take their mistakes less seriously, can laugh at themselves and continue talking. Having fun 
when you’re learning a new language stops you from focusing on what you can’t do. Most 
importantly, it allows you talk more, and the more you talk, the better your communication will 
become. 

Making mistakes is a normal part of  learning a new language. During a communication exchange, 
we can never predict exactly how a communication situation will go because there is someone else 
involved. We must interrupt, anticipate and self-correct if  needed. Focusing on perfection, which is 
impossible during communication, will diminish your enjoyment, relaxation, and participation. 
Remember, when people speak spontaneously and naturally, mistakes are made. You too must allow 
yourself  a margin of  error. The goal of  communication is not perfection but about interaction. 
Good interactions with another person, including making mistakes, lead to successful 
communication.  

3. Think Positive, Be Positive 

Clients who think positively about communication and approach situations in a positive manner are 
successful. Their attitude allows them to take risks and make mistakes. These clients participate 
more, and this ultimately improves communication. 

Our client Mary, had really good communication skills, but she didn’t think so. Mary was always 
negative about her ability to speak in English. She regularly said things like “that went so badly” or 
“I just hate speaking English.” Mary’s attitude had negative implications such as avoiding speaking 
English and having a miserable time during conversations. Once Mary’s attitude was pointed out, we 
focused on replacing it with a positive attitude. Change came quickly and after a few sessions she no 
longer needed our help. Mary’s new outlook helped her to enjoy speaking English and she went on 
to make many English-speaking friends. 



4. Practice, Practice, Practice 

Have you heard the saying “if  you don’t the play the game, how will you ever win?” In order to 
improve your communication you have to participate in conversations. If  you are fearful and avoid 
communication situations, the lack of  practice will stop you from moving ahead. It’s a vicious cycle 
— fear stops you from interacting and lack of  interaction leads to lack of  practice. This in turn 
stops you from improving, creates more fear, and so on. 
 

Once you start communicating in English and stop avoiding everyday conversations, your 
confidence will grow. As your confidence increases, your communication will improve. You must 
plan to practice your new skills at every opportunity for a minimum of  one hour daily. You can 
break your practice into twenty-minute sessions which you can even do in the car. If  your family or 
friends speak in their native language all the time, suggest spending ten minutes of  every hour 
speaking English. It’s fun, and everyone’s communication will improve. 



5. Listen and Observe 
 

To learn a language you’ve got to listen and observe. Not only to words and pronunciation, but to 
everything involved, including nonverbal communication such as facial expression and the sound 
and rhythm of  speech. Listening and observing helps you to copy and imitate and also allows you to 
analyze your own communication. Copying and imitation are essential for learning how to 
communicate well. Analyzing your communication, as we will discuss in Part II, helps you to figure 

Tips: 

• Keep practice short, but frequent.  
• Say your lines out loud, don’t just read them silently. 
• Use visual reminders (e.g., on your phone, write a note saying “slow 

down”). 
• Choose a trigger to remind you to use a specific skill (e.g., it might be a 

certain person, or specific room like the lunch room). 
• Purchase a small mirror. 
• Record yourself



out what’s working and what’s not, so you can focus your practice. If  you start to listen and observe 
more, you will improve your communication. 

Ear training, or developing your ability to listen, is critical for your success. Ear training is something 
all Speech Therapists learn. It is an invaluable skill for improving communication. If  you spend time 
listening to English, your ear will improve and become better at distinguishing sounds and rhythms. 
At first you may have to force yourself  to listen differently and pay attention to a particular aspect 
of  communication. As your ear becomes better, your ability to listen will improve and your speech 
will become better.   
 

Apply It! 
Listen and Observe 

Observe and listen to a newscaster, television host, or two people talking. 
Pay attention to how they are speaking and the overall sound of  their 
speech. Listen for the individual sounds and focus on the speech and 
rhythm. Watch their mouths. Observe how they use nonverbal 
communication and how they interrupt or take turns. Continue to listen 
and observe other communication interactions. Don’t just listen to the 
content, focus on all the different parts of  communication. As you do this, 
your ability to listen and observe will improve. 



6. Be Social 

If  you’re social — joining in on small talk or taking part at a company lunch — your communication 
will improve. By being social, you will practice more and enjoy more, which is critical for your 
success. Avoiding social situations can become part of  learning a new language, and you will have to 
fight the urge to avoid. Instead, try to participate as much as possible. By participating and being 
social, your communication skills will become better, and you will succeed. 

7.   Sleep 

Getting enough sleep is critical for successful communication. Sleep allows our speech muscles and 
brain to work well. Speaking is controlled by muscles that have to work properly and efficiently in 
order for the sounds to come out right. Communication requires mental work, such as additional 
concentration, and sleep is essential for allowing the brain to work well. Like any other brain work 
and motor function, if  you’re not sleeping properly, the brain and speech muscles are likely not 
working optimally. So, if  you’re not sleeping enough, your communication will be affected.


