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Addressing students’ fear of 
speaking 
Fear of public speaking outranks fear of death for most people. So, how 
can you make students less anxious about delivering speaking tasks? 
Here are some tips on how to encourage students and provide a greater 
sense of comfort about speaking. 
 
 

1. Clarify expectations 
Students need to know what you want from them, whether you have ideas 
about how class discussion should go or you have benchmarks you want 
them to meet in a formal presentation (or anything in between). Task 
rubrics can communicate expectations for graded talks, and written 
instructions for when students serve as discussion leaders can provide 
clarity about how to prepare for and facilitate discussions. 
 

2. Set ground rules 
When explaining how you would like class discussion to unfold, it may be 
helpful to set some parameters. For instance, you might suggest that each 
student should monitor their contribution frequency. If they are 
contributing much more than others, they should make sure to give others 
the chance to answer a question first.  
 

 
3. Offer low-stakes opportunities to practice 
If the first-time students deliver a presentation in your class, it is a high-
stakes graded task, then they have not had a full chance to get to know 
that class’s context yet. So make sure to offer in-class practice. That could 
be short talks given to small groups (several small groups can deliver talks 
at the same time), followed by brainstorming sessions in the groups to 
strengthen each talk’s content.  
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Alternatively, low-stakes practice could be short “elevator pitches” where 
each individual introduces themselves, and then a general discussion 
about delivery follows when all elevator pitches are done. Either way, 
increasing students’ comfort level and sense of familiarity with the 
particular audience of your class is likely to aid in decreasing students’ 
fears – and can help them better understand what is expected in the 
graded version of their talk. 

 
4. Try “inoculation messages” 
Researchers have had good results with “inoculating” students with 
messages about speaking-related anxiety. What kinds of messages help? 
Tell students that: 

• Their anxiety is usually not visible to the audience, 
• The audience’s attention is much more on the talk than on the 

speaker as an individual, and 
• Anxiety is not necessarily damaging to a speaker’s performance. 

 
5. Provide resources 
The Center for Teaching and Learning has materials on minimizing fear of 
public speaking, and the Colby librarians can help you find more materials, 
should you want them. Giving students tips and tools to manage their 
anxiety can help them to feel prepared! 
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