PRESENTATION SKILLS

Modulate to Motivate

How vocal variety supercharges your charisma

and captivates an audience.

By Jillian Mitchell

ariety is the spice of life—and
\/in public speaking, it’s the spark

that turns sound into impact.
Voice modulation isn’t just about being
heard; it’s what makes your message felt.
Vocal variety gives your words texture,

emotion, and resonance, making it one
of the true engines of charisma.

What Is Vocal Variety?

Toastmasters often talk about vocal
variety. Simply put, vocal variety (or
modulation) is the intentional shifting of
your voice to create meaning, emotion,
and audience engagement. It transforms
a competent delivery into one that truly
resonates and captivates. So it’s worth
exploring, especially if you lead, coach, or
aim to inspire others.

The Core Elements

Used skillfully together, these elements
transform your delivery from black and
white to full color.

Pitch—how high or low your

voice sounds

Pace—how quickly you speak
Volume—how loud or soft you speak
Tone (Quality)—the emotional color
of your voice: warmth, sharpness,
smoothness, playfulness
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Why Does Modulation Matter?
In a word: connection. A whisper that
draws the room in, a pause that settles
the message, a lift in pitch that sparks
energy—these choices captivate an
audience and communicate confidence,
presence, and intention.

How To Do It Well

The hard truth? Effective modulation
can’t be forced or just rehearsed. While
technical practice teaches you the basics,
true vocal variety comes from a deeper,
more connected approach. When I work
with my clients on vocal variety, I distill
it into two essential parts: 1) using an
open and free voice; and 2) having a deep
connection to purpose—your “why.”
Think of it this way: An open voice gives
you the instrument; purpose gives you
the music to play.

A whisper that draws
the room in, a pause
that settles the
message, a lift in pitch
that sparks energy—
these choices captivate
an audience.

When the voice feels closed or

restricted, it simply can’t express your
full range. Opening and freeing your
vocal instrument lays the physical
groundwork. (It’s about returning our
voice to its natural, effortless state—
think of a baby!) But without the
emotional fuel of a clear purpose (Why
you? Why now? Why this message?),
that sense of expression can feel
empty or forced. Purpose provides the
meaning and authenticity that bring
modulation to life.

When you release that tension in your
voice and reconnect to your purpose,
that’s when an audience doesn’t just hear
you—they feel you.

I've created a routine to help
you practice the vocal elements
that will connect you authentically
with an audience.

But first, an expert tip: Mindset
matters. Some people learn that
expressing emotion isn't “safe,” which
can cause either monotone delivery or,
at the other extreme, overdoing it. If this
sounds like you, it’s crucial to approach
your practice objectively and without
judgment. You are safe to take risks.

Exercises for Vocal Variety
There’s a time to practice technique
(vocal variety) and a time to let it
flow naturally. The five-step practice
routine that I describe later will cover
both. Here are some exercises to use
during the technique section of the
five-step routine.



Pitch

What it does: shows excitement, questions, seriousness,

or finality.

Try this:
Staircase Drill: Say a sentence while gently lifting your
pitch upward (make your voice go higher). On the next
sentence, start from where you ended and step your
pitch downward.
Highlight the Key Word: Choose the most important
word in your sentence and lift it slightly in pitch, or drop
it a bit, to signal weight.

Pace/Rate

What it does: controls energy, suspense, clarity, and
emotional impact.
Try this:
Fast = Slow Contrast: Speak an energetic line quickly,
then follow it with a slowed, reflective line.
Strategic Pauses: Insert a 1-to-2-second pause after key
moments to create emphasis and let meaning land.

Putting It All Together

Volume

What it does: signals urgency,

intimacy, authority, and

emotional color.

Try this:
Soft = Loud = Soft Drill: Begin
a sentence moderately soft, increase
volume on the key word or idea, then return to softness.
Punch the Word: Choose one important word in each
sentence to deliver slightly louder for emphasis.

Tone Quality

What it does: adds emotional color (warmth, authority,

curiosity, playfulness).

Try this:
Emotional Coloring: Read the same line three different
ways—warm, serious, playful—to expand your options.
Intention Switch: Say a sentence while holding a clear
intention (e.g., reassure, challenge, inspire). Switch
intentions and repeat.

This five-step vocal practice will help you master vocal variety. You'll notice the technical exercises (i.e., where you purposefully
practice vocal variety) are intentionally placed later in the sequence. First, warm up your instrument (and do a quick mental/
emotional/physical check-in). Reconnect to your purpose. Notice where your voice feels stuck and apply the appropriate technique.

The 5-Step Practice Routine

1.Warm Up and Connect to Your Purpose
Check in (assess your mind, body, and emotions) to
center yourself.
Connect to your purpose.
Release tension with micro-practices. Breathe. Do light

stretches—head, neck, and shoulder rolls—then warm up
your voice with hums, lip trills, and sweeping siren sounds.

2.Delivery
Run through your speech as if talking to a friend
over coffee. Don’t try to correct things, just be. Let it
flow. Record it.

3.Self-Review
Listen back to your speech. Note what works and what
needs refinement.

4.Technique
This is your intentional practice. Choose one or two
items from your self-review findings and observations
and use targeted exercises (e.g., mini-sirens, tone drills)
to address them.
Repeat steps 2 through 4 until you feel a natural
improvement. Move on to Step 5.

5.Cooldown and Notes
Cool down by repeating the gentle warm-up exercises.
Capture any notes you have for your next session.

And, lastly, there’s your mantra: Practice over perfection.

Jillian Mitchell is a vocal coach, recording artist, podcast host, and all-
around voice advocate. She is the founder of Voxsana, an online platform
dedicated to voice empowerment. Jillian resides in Victoria, British
Columbia, Canada, with her husband and two children.
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