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MANNER OF SPEAKING

Speaking in the Dark
A blind member shares how she overcomes obstacles.
BY MARY HILAND, ACS, CL

Eye contact is  
impossible for me, 
but I have an effective 
workaround.

It’s 7:25 on a Monday night, and my 
Toastmasters meeting will start in five 

minutes. I am the Toastmaster for the eve-
ning. The voices of my fellow club members 
blend around me as I check the agenda, 
which I have translated into Braille in my 
notetaker. All speakers and evaluators are 
present. The Table Topicsmaster has asked 
me how much time she should allow for 
Table Topics. It should be smooth sailing. 

Being responsible for running the meet-
ing doesn’t scare me; I’m a very organized 
person. I don’t mind the extra stage time;  
I thrive on it. Even so, it is my least favorite 
meeting role.

As a person who is totally blind, I face an 
extra layer of anxiety. When I try to shake 
hands with the first speaker, will he reach 
for my hand, or will he leave me standing 
there with my hand extended like a hopeful 
hitchhiker? When I return to my chair to 
listen to the speaker, will I walk straight 
without drawing attention to myself, or will 
I look like a drunken sailor? When I return 
to the lectern after his speech, will he still 
be there, ready to shake my hand, or will he 
have already left? (Leaving the lectern is a 
definite no-no, but it can happen with new 
members.) These are some of my worries as 
a blind Toastmaster.

My concerns continue when I’m at the 
lectern again. Gestures are at the top of my 
list. I’ll never forget the kind evaluation I 
received after my Ice Breaker, for which 

Gesturing and facial expressions are two techniques Mary Hiland practices to feel 
more natural while standing and speaking at the lectern.

I held onto the lectern tightly, giving the 
impression that I was scared stiff. My 
evaluator said, “With time, you will feel 
more comfortable moving away from the 
lectern.” What a gentle way to say it. I 
needed to move and use facial expressions. 

Working Around the Problem
To overcome these obstacles, I developed 
workarounds. I practice making my 
gestures and facial expressions look 
natural—I have not been able to see the 

ones that other people use for many 
years. I choreograph and rehearse 
gestures for my speeches. I used to worry 
that they looked rehearsed until I read 
that some of the World Champions of 
Public Speaking do the same. 

All of the experts agree: Eye contact with 
your audience is crucial. This is impossible 
for me, but I have an effective workaround. 
Early in my speech, I try to say something 
funny. Once I get a laugh, I remember 
where those laughs came from and then 
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look in that direction from time to time. I 
translate ear contact into eye contact.

Over the years, I’ve become fairly 
comfortable with stepping out from 
behind the lectern, but for speech contests, 
I use a not-so-secret prop. Before my 
speech, I place a small rug in front of the 
lectern, and I stand on it for the duration 
of my speech, stepping to the right or left, 
but never leaving home base. It gives me 
a tactile frame of reference so I don’t wind 
up addressing the back wall. 

I’m still working on a graceful way to 
approach the lectern and then return to my 
seat unassisted. It would be easy if we met 
in a conference room with a table lectern set 
up. Then I could sit nearby and gracefully 
step over to the lectern. In our meeting place, 
however, the lectern is out in the middle 
of nowhere, facing rows of chairs in a large 

church sanctuary. My fellow Toastmasters 
kindly offer a guiding hand or an elbow. 

At the 2013 convention of the 
American Council of the Blind, held in 
Columbus, Ohio, I presented a workshop 
where blind Toastmasters from around the 
United States joined me in talking about 
the benefits of Toastmasters. My fellow 
members shared their own workarounds, 
discussing how they use timing lights and 
Braille notes, how to obtain manuals in an 
accessible format, and whether or not they 
bring a guide dog to the lectern.

Being a blind Toastmaster isn’t much 
different from being a blind anything. We 
just have to figure out the workarounds. 
Being blind should never keep someone 
from experiencing the joy of a Toastmasters 
meeting. If you know someone who is blind 
or visually impaired, please invite him or 

her to join Toastmasters, just like you  
would anyone else. 

Now it’s 7:30, and the president has 
brought the meeting to order. I’m intro-
duced as the Toastmaster for the meeting. 
I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, 
take four strides forward, shake hands with 
the president, and begin.   T
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