
Say It
Well

Terry Szuplat

F I N D  Y O U R  V O I C E

S P E A K  Y O U R  M I N D

I N S P I R E  A N Y  A U D I E N C E

—
F

I
N

D
 Y

O
U

R
 V

O
I

C
E

S
P

E
A

K
 Y

O
U

R
 M

I
N

D

I
N

S
P

I
R

E
 A

N
Y

 A
U

D
I

E
N

C
E

W H I T E  H O U S E  S P E E C H W R I T E R

F O R  B A R A C K  O B A M A

S
ay It W

ell
T

erry S
zu

p
lat

‘Terry Szuplat collaborated with President Barack Obama on 

some of the most impactful speeches of our time.’ 

— DAVID AXELROD, FORMER SENIOR STRATEGIST 

FOR PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA

Whether you’re delivering a heartfelt toast or eulogy, giving a 

presentation at work, or speaking up for change, this 

comprehensive guide gives you the tools you need to become a 

confident and compelling speaker, communicator, and leader in 

your work and in life.

Drawing on the life-changing lessons he learned from his time 

in the White House, leading speechwriter Terry Szuplat 

shows you how to:

•      Communicate clearly and confidently in any situation

•      Create an emotional connection with your audience 

•      Adopt a new mindset to help overcome your anxieties 

•      Use the power of storytelling to win over any audience

Full of practical tips, fascinating psychological research and 

never-before-heard insights and advice from his conversations 

with President Obama, this book will transform the way you 

approach speaking in public forever. 

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

penguin.co.uk

Cover design by Joanne O’Neill

UK £16.99

I S BN 978-1-52914-656-1

9 7 8 1 5 2 9 1 4 6 5 6 1

9 0 0 0 0

—

RAN5_NP_01SayItWellTPB_OUT_99159.pgs  22.07.2024  09:04    RAN5  

Copyrighted Material



Say It Well

Copyrighted Material



Say It 
Well
FIND YOUR VOICE 

SPEAK YOUR MIND 

INSPIRE ANY AUDIENCE

Terry Szuplat
W H I T E  H O U S E  S P E EC H W R I T E R 

F O R  B A R AC K  O B A M A 

Copyrighted Material



Say It 
Well
FIND YOUR VOICE 

SPEAK YOUR MIND 

INSPIRE ANY AUDIENCE

Terry Szuplat
W H I T E  H O U S E  S P E EC H W R I T E R 

F O R  B A R AC K  O B A M A 

Copyrighted Material



For Mary, Jack, and Claire

1

Ebury Edge, an imprint of Ebury Publishing
One Embassy Gardens 

8 Viaduct Gardens, Nine Elms 
London SW11 7BW

Ebury Edge is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies  
whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com

Copyright © Terry Szuplat 2024

Terry Szuplat has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this 
Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity,  
encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture.  

Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual 
property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means  
without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House  

to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced  
in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.  

In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House 
expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

First published in the United States in 2024 by Harper Business 
First published in the United Kingdom in 2024 by Ebury Edge

www.penguin.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781529146561

Designed by Bonni Leon-Berman

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

The authorised representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland,  
Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

Penguin Random House is committed to a sustainable future  
for our business, our readers and our planet. This book is made  

from Forest Stewardship Council® certified paper.

Copyrighted Material



For Mary, Jack, and Claire

Copyrighted Material



. . . let me think clearly and brightly;
let me live, love and say it well in good sentences,

let me someday see who I am . . .

— SYLVIA PLATH
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Introduction
The Way We Talk

I was shaking.
It was almost time for me to speak, and I could feel my heart 

starting to race. I shifted anxiously in my seat, desperately thinking 
of ways to escape.

I don’t have to do this.
I’ ll just smile and politely decline. “No thanks. Not tonight. Maybe 

another time.”
Disaster averted.
Dignity preserved.

But it was too late.
“And now,” a voice announced, “give it up for Terry!”
Every eye in the room was on me. I started to talk into the micro-

phone, but I sensed my voice trembling. Th en I thought about the 
audience hearing my voice trembling, which only made my voice 
tremble more. I tried to hold the pages of my speech steady, but my 
hands were shaking. I thought about the audience seeing my hands 
shaking, which only made them shake more.

For a moment, I felt like I was out of my body— fl oating above, 
looking down on myself as I stammered and quivered. My mouth 
was moving, but the only sound I heard was the Voice of Doubt in 
my head:
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xii Introduction

They can see that you’re nervous.
You’re going to screw up and embarrass yourself.
Please, just let this be over.

Th e way I was stressing out, you’d think I was delivering a major 
address to a huge audience. Far from it. I was in a karaoke bar with 
my coworkers— fellow staff ers at the White House, where I was a 
speechwriter for President Barack Obama. We were on a work trip in 
Yokohama, Japan, and after a week of grueling international travel, 
we’d gone out for the night to unwind. I knew the audience. Th ey were 
my friends. I spoke from my seat and didn’t even have to stand up.

In fact, I wasn’t even delivering a speech (or doing karaoke) at 
all. It was a silly little skit I’d written about Obama and other world 
leaders scrambling to pull the world economy out of a ditch like 
a wrecked car— a fun parody of a story Obama loved to tell back 
home on the campaign trail. In other words, it was no big deal. It 
didn’t matter whether I nailed it or fl opped, which made my nerves 
all the more frustrating.

Why was this happening?
In my gut, I knew. Even though I’ve been a professional speech-

writer for nearly my entire adult life, for most of that time I’d been 
uncomfortable with public speaking myself. I was a speechwriter 
who couldn’t seem to hack it as a speech giver.

It’s not like I avoided public speaking altogether. I could usually 
handle talking to a small group or giving a eulogy at a family funeral. 
And sometimes I wasn’t half bad. Most of the time, though, just the 
idea of speaking in front of a group of people left me wracked with 
anxiety. So, for most of my life, I largely stayed where I felt safe— 
behind the scenes, writing speeches for others.

But I paid a price.
I spent so many years helping President Obama and other leaders 

speak in their voice that, over time, I lost my own. I coached speak-

Introduction xiii

ers on how to tell their stories, but the idea of sharing mine could 
be nauseating. I was able to draft remarks for Obama, who, even 
his critics agree, is one of the world’s great speakers, but I struggled 
with a meaningless skit.

Somehow, I made it through that night at the bar, though it’s 
mostly a blur. My coworkers laughed and applauded. But walking 
back to our hotel through the empty streets of a city far from home, 
I felt helpless.

All I could do, it seemed, was hope that my fear of public speak-
ing might fade over time.

It didn’t.
When Obama’s presidency was over, I left the White House 

and tried putting myself out there more— doing interviews and 
speaking to small classes of college students. Sometimes I was fi ne. 
Other times, not so much.

During one live TV interview, I tensed up, started stumbling 
over my words, and then just stopped talking altogether. I froze. 
Mercifully, the interviewer ended the segment, and I darted out of 
the studio, embarrassed.

Another time, on a conference call with a group of young foreign 
policy activists, my mouth dried up in the middle of my presen-
tation, sending me into a full- on coughing spasm. Th e host put 
me on mute while I lunged for a glass of water and tried to collect 
myself.

At an intimate dinner with colleagues, everyone around the table 
took turns giving toasts and then looked at me to off er one as well. 
But I couldn’t summon the courage. I just sat there, looking down at 
my plate. After a few seconds of awkward silence, the conversation 
moved on, and I spent the rest of the evening replaying my party 
foul in my mind.

Clearly, I wasn’t meant to be a public speaker. Or a private 
speaker.Copyrighted Material
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xiv Introduction

As time went on, I tried to avoid it as much as possible. If some-
one invited me to talk to their group about working at the White 
House, I made up an excuse about why I couldn’t. At dinners, I 
watched silently as others delivered toasts that got everyone raising 
their glasses.  For me, it just felt safer not to speak.

Th en, one day, an unexpected phone call forced me to face my 
fears.

“Hello, this is Antti Mustakallio,” said the voice on the other 
end of the line, in a crisp Nordic accent. He said he was one of the 
very few speechwriters in Finland.

“So, I hear you give a lot of speeches about giving speeches?” he 
asked.

“Oh, absolutely,” I said, mustering as much false confi dence as I 
could. “I love it.”

Antti wanted me to come to a conference later that year in his 
hometown of Hämeenlinna. A few hundred miles from the Artic 
Circle. In November.

“I would like you to deliver a keynote speech about how to de-
liver a speech. It will be onstage with an audience of three hundred 
people.”

I almost hung up. Antti kept talking, but I wasn’t really listening. 
Th e scenes of my past failures fl ashed through my mind.

“I’ll think about it,” I told him, with no intention of thinking 
about it.

But then, in the days that followed . . . I began to think about it. 
I was now in my late forties. I was being given a great opportunity, 
which I’d miss if I let my fears continue to control me. How many 
more experiences would I pass up— and later come to regret? Was 
I going to hide from public speaking for the rest of my life? Plus, 
what’s the worst that could happen? If I fl opped, no one back home 
would know. It would be in Finland. In November.

Maybe I could do this. Maybe this time could be diff erent. Maybe 

Introduction xv

I could try to remember the lessons I’d learned as a speechwriter, 
including for President Obama, and use them to develop and deliver 
a speech for myself.

Fortunately, I had plenty of lessons to draw on.
I was fortunate to write for Barack Obama across all eight years 

of his presidency. It was the most exhilarating and uplifting— and 
at times exhausting and terrifying— experience of my professional 
life. I learned from him every day as he connected with audiences 
around the world, which I witnessed up close while joining him on 
trips to more than forty countries.

In Kenya, fl ying with Obama aboard the presidential helicopter, 
Marine One, I looked down and saw the streets of Nairobi fi lled 
with people ecstatic over his return to his father’s country, some 
with handmade signs that read “Welcome home!”

In Vietnam, where throngs of people lined the streets of Ho Chi 
Minh City to get a glimpse of his motorcade, the crowd— perhaps 
thinking they’d seen Obama— broke through the police line and 
chased me and other staff  into a hotel.

Th e crush of the crowd was so strong in Tanzania that our staff  
bus got separated from the motorcade and hit a telephone pole, 
which smashed one of the bus’ windows and sent shattered glass 
across the laps of frightened staff .

Moments like that could be nerve- racking. But they were also 
revealing. With the power of his words and story of his life, Obama 
tapped into something universal: ideals, values, and aspirations that 
transcend boundaries of race, religion, country, and culture. And 
how he connected with his audiences— including people who didn’t 
necessarily agree with his politics— can off er lessons for us all.

When I started writing this book, a speechwriter I’d worked 
with at the White House joked, “What? You’re going to give away 
all our secrets?!”

Well, yeah.Copyrighted Material
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xvi Introduction

And why not?
Yes, speechwriters are supposed to be ghosts— heard but not 

seen. And for more than twenty- fi ve years, that was me: behind 
the scenes, largely invisible, penning the words in private that a 
president, members of Congress, executives, activists, and celeb-
rities spoke in public. But why should these leaders be the only 
ones to benefi t from these skills?

Th e art of public speaking is a skill we all need— now more than 
ever.

It’s been two decades since a presidential speechwriter off ered 
a book of advice on public speaking. Since then, the world has 
changed. A new generation of young people— diverse, restless, 
hopeful— are raising their voices, demanding to be heard. We’re 
fi nally beginning to talk more openly about systemic issues that 
for too long were swept under the rug. Everyone— whether you’re 
an elected offi  cial, a business executive, or a school principal— is 
now expected to speak to world events and complex issues of race, 
religion, and individual rights.

At the same time, raging political and social debates have 
turned language into a battlefi eld where words are wielded like 
weapons. Some people seem oblivious to how language from a 
bygone era, especially around race, can infl ict pain on commu-
nities that historically have been marginalized. Other people can 
sometimes be quick to shame or condemn well- intentioned family, 
friends, or colleagues who struggle to keep pace with the rapidly 
evolving vocabulary around identity, sex, and gender.

From what I can tell, most people feel caught between the front 
lines— trapped in a rhetorical no- man’s land— not wanting to fall 
back on the coarse language of a cruel past, but unsure how to 
move forward without misstepping and setting off  a linguistic land 
mine that can destroy their relationships, career, or reputation.

We’ve lost, it seems, the ability to communicate with one another.

Introduction xvii

Too many leaders seem more intent on scoring rhetorical points 
against their opponents than engaging in the dialogue that democ-
racy needs in order to function. Too many speakers seem more 
eager to drown out those with diff erent views than to practice the 
persuasion that brings more people to their cause. Our airways and 
communities are fl ooded with misinformation and cruelty— vitriol 
that undermines the trust, understanding, and shared sense of 
purpose that we need to live and work together.

Th e way we talk has to change.
I worry, though, that, just when we need it the most, the art of 

public speaking often seems more complicated and intimidating 
than it needs to be. Too many books on rhetoric have overlooked 
the voices of women, people of color, and historically marginal-
ized communities. Some books on public speaking can make your 
head spin with obscure words from ancient Greece and Rome. 
But I’m here to tell you that you don’t need to know what chias-
mus is to be a great speaker. One thing Obama never told us was 
“You know, this is a good speech, but what it really needs is more 
chiasmus.”*

All the while, technology continues to transform how we talk 
to one another. For the fi rst time in history, every one of us has 
a megaphone— our smartphones, social media, and Zoom— that 
allows us to instantly share our voice with the world, with all 
the power and peril that it brings. With the rise of artifi cial in-
telligence, chatbots are revolutionizing how we learn, create, and 
communicate— with untold benefi ts and dangers. Th is may be the 

* Chiasmus is a rhetorical device in which a phrase mirrors a previous phrase in 
reverse, like when President John F. Kennedy said, “Ask not what your country can 
do for you— ask what you can do for your country.” And yes, sometimes Obama used 
it, like when he said, “My job is not to represent Washington to you, but to represent 
you to Washington.” More often, though, Obama’s rhetoric was rooted in direct and 
straightforward language, which refl ected his belief not in the power of leaders to 
inspire their people, but in the power of the people to inspire their leaders. (See what 
I did there?)Copyrighted Material
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ized communities. Some books on public speaking can make your 
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But I’m here to tell you that you don’t need to know what chias-
mus is to be a great speaker. One thing Obama never told us was 
“You know, this is a good speech, but what it really needs is more 
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* Chiasmus is a rhetorical device in which a phrase mirrors a previous phrase in 
reverse, like when President John F. Kennedy said, “Ask not what your country can 
do for you— ask what you can do for your country.” And yes, sometimes Obama used 
it, like when he said, “My job is not to represent Washington to you, but to represent 
you to Washington.” More often, though, Obama’s rhetoric was rooted in direct and 
straightforward language, which refl ected his belief not in the power of leaders to 
inspire their people, but in the power of the people to inspire their leaders. (See what 
I did there?) Copyrighted Material
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fi rst book on public speaking in the age of AI, and I’ll off er some 
thoughts on how we might harness this technology to sharpen our 
voice without losing the humanity that’s at the heart of all great 
communication.

In short, the art of public speaking needs an upgrade— a new 
guide for our diverse and changing world, with practical tools for 
the presentations, pitches, talks, toasts, and tributes that we give in 
our daily lives.

I hope this book can be that guide for you.
But before we dive in,  I have a confession: I never read a book 

about public speaking or took a class on rhetoric before I became 
a speechwriter. Every lesson I’ll share in the chapters that follow I 
learned by doing. Th is is the book I wish I’d had when I started out 
on my own journey.

I’ll take you behind the scenes at the White House— into the 
Oval Offi  ce and aboard Air Force One— and share never- before- 
heard insights from President Obama on his approach to public 
speaking both as a candidate and as president. You’ll hear, for the 
fi rst time in his own words, how he became the speaker who burst 
onto the world stage with his unforgettable speech at the 2004 
Democratic convention in Boston. “We all have weaknesses in how 
we communicate with people,” he told me once as he refl ected on 
his evolution as a speaker in the years before the convention. “Th ere 
were defi nitely some habits of mine that weren’t particularly useful, 
which I had to learn to correct.”

Th is book also includes insights from many of the speechwriters 
who wrote for President Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama. 
Th at’s because even as I worked on hundreds of speeches in my 
windowless offi  ce in the basement of the West Wing (with mice 
scurrying through the ceiling), I was just one member of an extraor-
dinary team. You’ll see how we did it, but even more important, the 
mistakes we made (more than once, I thought I might lose my job), 
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how we learned from them, and how you can apply these lessons to 
become a better speaker yourself.

You’ll hear from some of the world’s leading scholars, psycholo-
gists, and neuroscientists  whose research shows why these lessons 
are so eff ective. Yes, public speaking is an art. But since leaving the 
White House, I’ve tried to understand the science of speaking— 
evidence- based approaches that can help us all communicate better.

Finally, even as we can learn from a gifted orator like Obama, 
I believe we can also learn by listening to one another. I’ll intro-
duce you to people from all walks of life who have used the lessons 
in this book— without even realizing it and without the help of a 
professional speechwriter— to deliver remarkable speeches, many of 
which went viral and inspired people around the world. Just about 
all their speeches, and every one of Obama’s, are on the internet. As 
you read, I encourage you to take breaks, put this book down, fi nd 
these speeches online, and enjoy them the way they were meant to 
be experienced. Watch them. Listen to them. Feel the connection 
between the speaker and the audience.

As you do, you’ll see why the lessons in this book can work 
for you too— no matter who you are or to whom you’re speaking. 
Whether you give speeches for a living or are trying to summon 
the courage to speak for the very fi rst time. Whether you’re giv-
ing a toast, delivering a presentation at work, raising your voice for 
change, or running for offi  ce to deliver that change yourself. In fact, 
these lessons can help you be a more eff ective communicator in all 
sorts of situations— from a job interview to a diffi  cult conversation 
with family, friends, or coworkers.

As you begin to apply these lessons in your own life, I hope 
that, together, we can also learn how to speak to one another— our 
families, neighbors, coworkers, and fellow citizens— with a greater 
sense of understanding and mutual respect. Most of us say that we 
want our public discourse to be more civil, but we don’t seem to Copyrighted Material
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know how to get there. I’ve been fortunate to work with and learn 
from leaders, including President Obama, who have tried to forge 
a better path. Th is book shares those lessons as well— because if 
our diverse democracy is going to endure, we need to fi nd a way to 
speak to one another with civility, empathy, and honesty.

So, yeah, there’s a lot going on when we stand up and speak our 
mind in front of other people. It can be intimidating. Believe me, 
I know. But here’s the fi rst secret I want you to remember: you 
already have everything you need to succeed, including something 
powerful no one else has— your own unique voice.

Th at was the lesson from a visit Obama made to the small town 
of Greenwood, South Carolina, during his fi rst presidential cam-
paign. He’d been on the road nonstop. It was raining. He was wet, a 
little cranky, and there were only about twenty people in the room.

Th en, just as he was getting ready to speak, a voice called out 
from the audience.

“Fired up!”
“Fired up!” the people yelled back.
“Ready to go!” the voice shouted.
“Ready to go!” the people yelled back.
Obama didn’t know what was happening.
On it went, until Obama and everyone in the room was . . . well, 

fi red up and ready to go.
Th e voice that energized the room that day belonged to Edith 

Childs, a local councilwoman and civil rights advocate, and for the 
rest of Obama’s presidency her chant became a rallying cry. He 
loved to tell the story, especially at the end of big rallies— how a 
single person, a Black woman in her late fi fties in a small, rural 
town, had inspired everyone around her.

“It just goes to show you how one voice can change a room,” 
Obama would say, his voice growing stronger. “And if it can change 
a room, it can change a city! And if it can change a city, it can 
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change a state! And if it can change a state, it can change a nation! 
And if it can change a nation, it can change the world!”

But how?
How do we find our voice? How do we speak up for what we be-

lieve? What do we say? And how do we say it so that we’re inspiring 
the people around us to work together for the future we want? Th at’s 
what this book is all about.

So . . .
Fired up?
Ready to go?
Let’s do this.
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CHAPTER 1

Love Your 
Sacred Story

Perhaps everything that frightens us 
is, in its deepest essence, something 

helpless that wants our love.
— Rainer Maria Rilke

Th e fi rst step of giving any good speech or presentation— and 
where I think many of us struggle— is believing that we can. It’s 
having the confi dence that our voice matters and that we deserve 
to be heard. Too often, we don’t believe it. We reject ourselves— we 
stay in the shadows and don’t speak up— to protect ourselves from 
possibly being rejected by others.

As I debated whether to give the speech in Finland, I realized 
that this is what I’d been doing for so long.

I hadn’t always been anxious about public speaking. Growing up 
in Falmouth, Massachusetts— a seaside town on Cape Cod with 
gray- shingled houses and a quaint main street where you always 
run into a friend— my parents and public school teachers always 
encouraged me to use my voice. And I enjoyed it.

I gave my fi rst “speech” in the fourth grade, dressing up as Pres-
ident John F. Kennedy for a book report. I said something like Copyrighted Material
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4 Say It Well

“Ask not what your classroom can do for you, ask what you can 
do for your classroom!” (Cute, but zero points for originality.) I 
entered a speech contest at the local VFW, read scripts on camera 
for our high school’s weekly TV news program, and, as president 
of our student government, presided over assemblies of hundreds 
of students.

Th en I headed off  to college in Washington, D.C., and I didn’t 
give another speech for decades.

What happened?
Th e same thing that happens to a lot of people— maybe even you.

~

A fear of public speaking is one of the most common phobias in 
the world. Many of us, according to some surveys, fear it more 
than snakes, more than fl ying on a plane— more, I suspect, than 
snakes on a plane. I have a friend who, for years, dry heaved before 
every presentation he gave. As a speechwriter, I’ve worked with 
world- famous actors and actresses, some of whom have appeared 
naked on- screen, and they still get nervous when speaking to a 
live audience (with their clothes on). Toastmasters International, 
which helps people become better speakers, has members in nearly 
150 countries. To struggle with public speaking, it seems, is to be 
human.

To fi nd out why, I reached out to Boston University’s Center 
for Anxiety and Related Disorders, which put me in touch with 
Dr.  Ellen Hendriksen. She’s a clinical psychologist who treats 
people with social anxiety, including paralyzing fears of public 
speaking. “We’re all social animals,” Dr. Hendriksen explained to 
me. “We all need to feel safety, love, and belonging.” Fears of be-
ing rejected by an audience, she said, may be rooted in our ancient 
survival instincts. “Rejection used to be fatal. If you were kicked 
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out of your family or your tribe, you’d be cast to the wolves. You 
could literally die.” Today, “ social rejection can feel like a fast track 
to death.”*

My own anxieties around public speaking as an adult started to 
make more sense.

Back home as a kid, I felt the safety, love, and belonging that 
Dr.  Hendriksen described. Even in Washington, I was blessed 
with friendships and opportunities that should have bolstered my 
confi dence. I worked on my fi rst speech for a president, Bill Clin-
ton, when I was a college intern at the White House.** I got my fi rst 
speechwriting job a few years later, at the Pentagon, and went on to 
become the chief speechwriter for the secretary of defense. I fell in 
love with and married an extraordinary woman, Mary Abdella— 
smart, witty, loving, and my best friend. We had two beautiful 
children, Jack and Claire, who, when I’d work on speeches in my 
home offi  ce, would wiggle their tiny fi ngers under the door to get 
my attention and slide in notes (“Wen r u dun?”).

Life was good.
A few months after President Obama took offi  ce, when I was 

thirty- six years old, I became one of his foreign policy speech-
writers, and I’ll never forget the day I met him for the fi rst time. 
It was during a speechwriters’ meeting in the West Wing offi  ce of 
David Axelrod, one of the president’s close advisers. Obama had 
been in offi  ce only a few months, and I’d worked on his fi rst ad-
dress to a military commencement, at the Naval Academy.

* Some researchers think there might even be a genetic basis for our anxieties 
around public speaking. The genetic testing company 23andMe says that it identified 
“more than 800 genetic markers associated with a fear of public speaking.” Dr. Alisa 
Lehman, a biologist at the company, told me that some of us “may be genetically 
predisposed to having a fear of public speaking.” As I write this, 23andMe hasn’t yet 
broken down the data, but perhaps future research may reveal who among us, based 
on our genetics, may be more likely to have these fears.
** I still have the president’s schedule from that day, framed and hanging on my 
wall: “The Trip of the President to Kiev, Ukraine, May 11, 1995: Embassy Meet and 
Greet, U.S. Embassy gymnasium, Remarks: Terry Szuplat.” As a twenty- two- year- 
old kid, I had to pinch myself, especially as a Ukrainian American.Copyrighted Material
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“Where’s the new guy?” Obama asked, popping into Axe’s offi  ce 
as he tossed around a football. “Nice job on the speech,” he said, 
shaking my hand.

I felt like I was on top of the world.
And yet, the more time I spent in Washington— a town obsessed 

with pedigree, power, and wealth— the more I sometimes felt like 
I just didn’t measure up.

Privileged family background? Not us Szuplats. My father’s 
Ukrainian parents worked in a labor camp in Nazi Germany during 
World War II. When my dad, Stach, was a child, they emigrated 
to America and settled in the factory town of Amsterdam, New 
York. After a childhood spent partly on food stamps, he joined the 
Navy, and fell in love with and married my mum, Peggy, the eldest 
daughter of a large Irish Catholic family in Boston, who worked as 
a secretary.

Wealth? We didn’t have any. As young newlyweds, my parents 
lived in a furnished trailer on the outskirts of my dad’s hometown. 
After I was born, we lived in a small second- fl oor apartment in 
Roslindale,  then a working- class section of Boston. My dad was a 
plumber’s apprentice, and my parents lived paycheck to paycheck. 
By Fridays, he recalled years later, “we had just enough money for 
a six- pack of beer and pizza.”

When Dad got a new job, we moved to Falmouth, down on Cape 
Cod, which, despite its reputation as a summer playground for the 
rich and famous, is home to proud year- rounders who work hard 
to get by and raise their families. Like anywhere, Falmouth had its 
inequalities too. “West Falmouth is old money,” people joked to my 
mum back in the 1970s when we arrived, “North Falmouth is new 
money, and East Falmouth is no money.”

We settled in East Falmouth. We lived on a two- mile- long 
boule vard of hundreds of houses, then mostly summer cottage 
rentals, and every morning Dad started his old Chevy Bel Air with 
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the twist of a screwdriver. As my two younger sisters and I neared 
college, Dad took on extra plumbing jobs, and Mum went to work 
as a lunch lady at my high school, a night- school secretary, and, 
later, at the town library.

With a patchwork of Pell Grants, work- study jobs, and 
scholarships— and some money I’d saved from mowing lawns and 
a job at the Dollar Store— I was lucky to attend a great school, 
American University in Washington, D.C. Th e professors were 
world- class, and I was given life- changing opportunities— 
internships in the White House, the U.S. Senate, and, during a 
semester abroad, the British Parliament.

And yet, at just about every point in my career, it seemed like so 
many of the people I worked with had gone to the Ivy Leagues. In 
many ways, Washington can feel like a small town run by alumni 
of the country’s most elite schools. It’s often only a matter of time 
in any conversation before someone asks where you went to college, 
or graduate school (I didn’t). And when you answer, you can almost 
feel yourself being sized up, assigned to your place in the hierarchy.

Truth be told, speechwriting was, at fi rst, something of a fall-
back. In college, I dreamed of becoming a lawyer and imagined 
myself arguing history- making cases before the Supreme Court. 
But a funny/not- so- funny thing happened on the way to law 
school. I didn’t get in. Anywhere. (I’ve never been that good at 
standardized tests and my LSAT scores were  .  .  . how might a 
lawyer say it . . . suboptimal.)

As I studied to retake the LSAT, I got the speechwriting job at the 
Pentagon, enjoyed it, and started having a diff erent dream— maybe, 
just maybe, I could someday write speeches for a president and help 
tell America’s story to the world. And my dream came true.

Despite all that, I did what so many of us do. Instead of being 
confi dent in who I was, I too often focused on what I wasn’t. I hid 
it well. But in the recesses of my mind, there was always someone Copyrighted Material
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a six- pack of beer and pizza.”
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Cod, which, despite its reputation as a summer playground for the 
rich and famous, is home to proud year- rounders who work hard 
to get by and raise their families. Like anywhere, Falmouth had its 
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mum back in the 1970s when we arrived, “North Falmouth is new 
money, and East Falmouth is no money.”

We settled in East Falmouth. We lived on a two- mile- long 
boule vard of hundreds of houses, then mostly summer cottage 
rentals, and every morning Dad started his old Chevy Bel Air with 
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the twist of a screwdriver. As my two younger sisters and I neared 
college, Dad took on extra plumbing jobs, and Mum went to work 
as a lunch lady at my high school, a night- school secretary, and, 
later, at the town library.

With a patchwork of Pell Grants, work- study jobs, and 
scholarships— and some money I’d saved from mowing lawns and 
a job at the Dollar Store— I was lucky to attend a great school, 
American University in Washington, D.C. Th e professors were 
world- class, and I was given life- changing opportunities— 
internships in the White House, the U.S. Senate, and, during a 
semester abroad, the British Parliament.

And yet, at just about every point in my career, it seemed like so 
many of the people I worked with had gone to the Ivy Leagues. In 
many ways, Washington can feel like a small town run by alumni 
of the country’s most elite schools. It’s often only a matter of time 
in any conversation before someone asks where you went to college, 
or graduate school (I didn’t). And when you answer, you can almost 
feel yourself being sized up, assigned to your place in the hierarchy.

Truth be told, speechwriting was, at fi rst, something of a fall-
back. In college, I dreamed of becoming a lawyer and imagined 
myself arguing history- making cases before the Supreme Court. 
But a funny/not- so- funny thing happened on the way to law 
school. I didn’t get in. Anywhere. (I’ve never been that good at 
standardized tests and my LSAT scores were  .  .  . how might a 
lawyer say it . . . suboptimal.)

As I studied to retake the LSAT, I got the speechwriting job at the 
Pentagon, enjoyed it, and started having a diff erent dream— maybe, 
just maybe, I could someday write speeches for a president and help 
tell America’s story to the world. And my dream came true.

Despite all that, I did what so many of us do. Instead of being 
confi dent in who I was, I too often focused on what I wasn’t. I hid 
it well. But in the recesses of my mind, there was always someone Copyrighted Material
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who was more deserving than me, more experienced, more quali-
fi ed, or more credentialed.

Th at was my story— at least the story I often told myself.
To buck me up, my sister Erica, a talented artist on Cape Cod, 

sent me a book, The War of Art, by the author and screenwriter 
Steven Pressfi eld. He talks about the barriers to confi dence and 
creativity and warns against defi ning ourselves in comparison to 
others. A person who “defi nes himself by his place in a pecking 
order,” he wrote, will “evaluate his happiness/success/achievement 
by his rank within the hierarchy.”

I’d been doing exactly that, I realized, for most of my profes-
sional life. Which meant the Voice of Doubt was always there, and 
it was at its most insistent on those few occasions when I tried to 
stand up and talk in front of other people.

You’re out of your league.
You’re going to mess up.
They’re going to judge you.

I was still hearing that voice as I tried to decide whether to give 
the speech in Finland. Fortunately, I also found myself remembering 
another voice— President Obama’s, and how he had told me about 
his own early struggles, both with his identity and as a speaker, and 
how he had worked to get better.

“I JUST STARTED FREEZING UP”

In 1981, students at Occidental College in Los Angeles held a rally 
against South Africa’s brutal apartheid policy of racial segregation. 
Obama, then a nineteen- year- old sophomore, was the fi rst speaker. 
He managed to get out only a few sentences, however, before two 
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students rushed up, pretending to be South African security forces, 
and dragged him away— a bit of political theater to highlight the 
oppression of anti- apartheid activists.

“Th e whole thing was a farce,” he explained years later, and his 
“one- minute oration” was “the biggest farce of all.”1

“Th at’s the last time you will ever hear another speech out of me,” 
he told a friend. “I’ve got no business speaking for Black folks.”

Decades later, I asked Obama what he meant. His struggles with 
his racial identity— with a white mother from Kansas and a Black 
father from Kenya, and having been largely raised by his white 
grandparents— were “part of ” the reason for how he felt at the rally, 
he told me. More, though, it was rooted in larger doubts about his 
place in the world and whether his voice could make a diff erence.

“I think the starting point for eff ective speaking, for me at least, 
and for most people who I fi nd persuasive,” he said, “is do they 
have a sense of who they are and what they believe?” At the rally 
on campus that day, he recalled, “I was a callow youth who was 
trying to sort out who I was and what I believed. I was nineteen 
years old, thinking, ‘Do I deserve to be in the spotlight? Do I have 
something specifi c to say about this topic when I’m still trying to 
sort out who am I and what I represent?’ ” Th e rally had given him 
a chance to raise his voice. But looking back on his younger self, he 
said, “I wasn’t ready yet.”

After college, Obama sometimes had the opposite problem— 
not a lack of confi dence, but perhaps too much. For several years, 
he worked as a community organizer with churches on Chicago’s 
South Side. “At that point, I was accustomed to speaking in front of 
people,” he told me. “I was not naturally inclined to be nervous”— 
until one day when his swagger proved to be his undoing. It was a 
story I’d never heard.

“I remember it vividly,” Obama said. He was twenty- four years 
old, in a high- rise in downtown Chicago, making a fundraising Copyrighted Material
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pitch to a conference room full of philanthropists. “I was feeling 
pretty cocky,” he remembered. “I had not written down my re-
marks. I felt like I could go into any room and just sort of wing it, 
which was a bad mistake.”

He started his presentation. “Th ere are a bunch of people in 
suits,” he recalled. “I’m looking a little raggedy and a little out of 
place. About four or fi ve minutes into my presentation, I just started 
freezing up. I lost my train of thought.”

“Why?” I asked.
“I was in an unfamiliar setting with unfamiliar people and one 

in which there were some stakes involved”— the money he needed 
to sustain his community organizing.

“I was terrible,” he said. “I felt a little bit of fl op sweat and hemmed 
and hawed, and got stuck, and was not particularly coherent.”

I asked if he remembered how it had felt.
“You erase it from your mind,” he joked at fi rst. Th en he turned 

more pensive.
“You feel,” he said, pausing to fi nd the words, “stupid and em-

barrassed.”
So how did Obama get better?
Th ere were four places, he told me, that shaped “the strands of 

my public- speaking style.”

“EVERYBODY HAS A SACRED STORY”

After freezing up in that conference room, Obama continued work-
ing as a community organizer, which brought him to the fi rst place 
where he learned to be a more eff ective speaker— church basements.

“Sometimes, I’d only have twelve people there,” he said. “But 
step by step, speaking to bigger audiences gave me a baseline level 
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of comfort in communicating to folks.” As he did, he learned 
one of the most important lessons of communication— listening 
before you talk.

His remarks in those basements “were presentations, but they 
were also conversations” with residents and leaders from the neigh-
borhoods, he recalled. “The best speakers are in a conversation 
with their audience. Th ey’re not talking at an audience. Th ey’re 
speaking with an audience”— and that includes listening to what’s 
important to the people you’re communicating with.

Th ose conversations, he said, “helped me understand how all of 
us put together a narrative for ourselves about our lives and what’s 
important to us, where we’ve come from and where we’re going, 
how that defi nes our values and what our fears and disappoint-
ments are.”

“Everybody has a sacred story,” he told me, “one that gets to 
their essential selves. And listening to other people tell their stories 
helped me understand my own.”

As he listened in those church basements, he also learned how 
to be a better speaker from a second place— the pulpit upstairs. 
“You know who were good coaches for me?” he said. “All those 
Black pastors I was in church with. Th e pastor of a small storefront 
church who works for the bus company during the day and is there 
on a Saturday— you watch him tell a story to his little fl ock of a 
hundred people. Th ere’s a tradition there that is powerful, a par-
ticular oral history, a capacity to tell stories. Preachers know how 
to preach. Just listening and hearing and watching, I soaked a lot 
of that in.” Of all the places where he learned to speak, listening to 
the pastors of Chicago, he said, “was probably the most valuable.”

A few years later, he got his fi rst big chance to show what he’d 
learned.

He was a twenty- eight- year- old law student at Harvard, and he’d 
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been elected president of the Law Review. One of his responsibili-
ties was to speak at the Law Review’s annual dinner and introduce 
that year’s honoree— the civil rights icon and congressman John 
Lewis. “He was one of my childhood heroes,” Obama told me. “I 
wanted to make sure that I did him justice.”

“Th is was the fi rst time I gave a big public speech in front of a 
large group of people that I did not know, in a setting that mat-
tered to me, on a subject that I cared about. I took a lot of time 
to think through what I wanted to say. I wrote out the speech. I 
memorized the speech. And then I delivered the speech”— brief 
remarks, perhaps fi ve to seven minutes, to a few hundred people.

To the best of his memory, Obama spoke about the impor-
tance of the rule of law and paid tribute to the lawyers, profes-
sors, and students who uphold it. As the fi rst African American 
elected president of the Law Review, he touched on his own 
journey. And he delivered a heartfelt tribute to Lewis, who had 
endured brutal beatings and jailings for daring to stand up for 
civil rights— sacrifi ces that made Obama’s own presence at that 
podium possible. And it seemed to work.

“It was the fi rst time I felt like ‘I’ve got the audience, I’m moving 
them, I’m telling a story that resonates with them,’ ” Obama said. It 
all came together— “ the material, the moment, the delivery.”*

Obama was starting to fi nd his voice. Over the next decade, he 
worked to refi ne it, including in the third place where he learned 
to speak in front of an audience: the classroom. Even as he served 
in the Illinois State Senate, he taught classes at the University of 
Chicago Law School, delivering lectures on constitutional law, civil 
rights, and voting rights. “I’m getting up in front of a classroom of 

* Obama’s speech at the dinner seems to have been lost to history. He told me he 
doesn’t have a copy of his remarks, and representatives from the  Law Review told 
me they have no record of any of the speeches from that night.
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students and thinking, ‘I’m not going to screw this up,’ ” he recalled. 
“It’s where I learned to feel comfortable being in a dialogue with 
people for long stretches of time.”

Th at dialogue continued in the fourth place where Obama 
learned how to communicate better: his early political campaigns. 
He spoke to voters at town halls and churches, gave speeches in the 
Senate chamber in Springfi eld, and ran for Congress in 2000—
the only election he ever lost. “When I fi rst started running for 
Congress,” he said, “I had a tendency in some settings, including 
debates and impromptu remarks, of not telling stories, but rather 
listing off  talking points, factoids, and policy. I was too abstract, 
too wonkish, and, as a consequence, too long- winded. I just didn’t 
have enough reps”— enough times doing it. “I still needed to learn 
how to make eff ective, impromptu speeches to larger groups of 
strangers in a high- pressure situation.”

Four years later— and with a lot more reps under his belt— he 
drew on all the lessons he’d learned as he prepared for what would 
be, to that point, the highest- pressure moment of his life.

As a volunteer speechwriter at the 2004 Democratic convention 
in Boston, I’d heard rumors that the keynote speaker— a state 
senator from Illinois I’d never heard of— was going to be good. So 
I made sure I was down on the convention fl oor when it was time, 
surrounded by a sea of delegates in red, white, and blue.

Barack Obama took the stage— smiling, clapping, waving to the 
crowd— adjusted the mic, and began to speak, introducing himself 
to those of us in the hall and millions watching at home.

My father was a foreign student, born and raised in a small 
village in Kenya. He grew up herding goats, went to school in 
a tin- roof shack.  .  .  . While studying [in America], my father 
met my mother. She was born in a town on the other side of the 
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