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Dress Rehearsal
by Cathy C. Bonczek

It's Annual Meeting season. Time for a dress rehearsal.

The dress rehearsal is, in my opinion, the key to a successful meeting.
Yet, it is the last thing that anyone seems to want to do.

There’s a lot of resistance to practicing, in general. Rampant perfectionism?
Probably. When you talk about practicing in sports, or theater or music-everyone
recognizes the importance of hitting the wrong notes in the dry run.

I’'m a big advocate of putting “practice time” or even, “thinking time” on the calendar.
We don’t do that enough.

Dress rehearsals are clunky. Speakers may be walking on the venue stage for the
first time and finding the lights are so bright they can’t see their audience. Often,
they realize their notes, carefully placed into the confidence monitor, are not
particularly helpful. You can’t read a paragraph, in tiny letters, from 6 feet away. |
see a lot of presenters with their heads bowed, as if in reverence, to the confidence
monitors as they try to discern a word or a nugget that will help.

| say “fewer words, bigger font.” The idea is to keep your narrative moving, not try
to read aloud to a crowd.

The dress rehearsal often reveals what was done well or poorly in the preparation. If a speaker has worked with
their slides, transitions and main concepts enough to know the story through line, the dress rehearsal will be about
putting the finishing touches on the delivery: the walking and talking on stage. If a speaker hasn’t worked with their
message enough, they will leave a dress rehearsal and spend the next several hours going over the speech again and
again. | recognize that sometimes this is dictated by a lack of time —work always takes precedence over rehearsal. |
am just suggesting we fight harder for those pre-meeting minutes to rehearse.

Once at a dress rehearsal, it's important to focus on the technical aspects so they don’t distract during the main event.
Are the slides projected right behind you on stage, or off to the side? Can you refer to them while speaking? Do you
need to move to one side of the stage or the other so people can see your visual aids? Can you navigate the stage
with ease? Are your shoes comfortable? Are there obstacles on the stage (brackets, tape, wires, rugs, etc.) that can
literally trip you up? Does the microphone battery fit easily in a pocket, or do you need a belt to attach it to? Where are
the audience seats situated? Can you see everybody while you’re speaking? Answering these types of questions and
walking a stage will result in a more natural use of the space, a more conversational delivery and a lot more
connection with the audience.

There’s some mess in the dress rehearsal. That’s the way it's supposed to be. In theater lore, a bad dress rehearsal
means you’ll have a great performance. It's always worth the pain.
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