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CONFERENCE CALLS: 

WHY ARE THEY DIFFICULT?

Understanding fast speakers
Understanding native speakers
Understanding different accents
Not being able to speak when you want to
Not wanting to ask people to speak slower / repeat more than
once or twice
Worrying that other people won’t understand you
Not understanding all the words people are using

If you are reading this, it’s because you have a conference call
problem. 
You are not alone!

 
My clients’ number one worry is conference calls: let’s be honest,
doing a conference call in your own language is already not easy,
what with technical issues, problems with audio. Doing a conference
call in a foreign language is even worse. 
 
How often have you been on a conference call with people who
spoke really fast? 
How about people who had a very strong accent? 
Have you ever not spoken on a conference call because you were
too afraid? 
Have you ever emailed your colleagues after the call to check that
you really understood?
 
Many of you work in companies who do not realise that conference
calls in English are difficult. They just tell you to do it. 
Don’t worry, I’m here to give you some tips on how you can be
more confident on your conference calls in English. 
 
Let’s break down the main points that make conference calls
difficult:
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

LISTENING SKILLS

Improve your general listening skills
Understanding fast speech
English spelling & pronunciation: they're not the same!
Accents
Analysing accents
Overcoming "Listening brain freeze"
Taking charge on a call
Speaking on the call
Making sure people understand you
Preparation prevents poor performance

In my 20 years experience in helping people with their professional
English, I have realised that 80% of the problem people have with
conference calls is down to listening skills.
 
Listening skills take a long time to improve, and it often happens
without a lot of active effort. One day you suddenly realise that you
understand everything someone is saying.
 
Luckily, there are some specific things you can do to speed up this
process and to help yourself specifically for conference calls.
 
This guide contains 10 tips to help you, areas you can work on to
improve your conference calls. These are all things you can easily
practise by yourself and with concentrated practice, you will see an
improvement. (Of course, working with a language coach or joining a
specific training programme will help you gain more confidence and
improve more efficiently.)
 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.
 
Sounds good? Let's get started!
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

LISTENING SKILLS

Understanding fast speech
 
"I didn't hear every word so I didn't understand everything."
"Native speakers sound like they are eating all the words." 
 
I hear these two things from my clients all the time! The first one is
not true, the second is true. Let me explain why:
 
English has a rhythm. It's a stress-timed language, meaning that
certain parts of words are stressed (emphasised) and the rest are
not. In French, every syllable is stressed more or less equally. For
example, this word: entertainment. We will stress (put an accent
on) the syllable -tain-, so the word is pronounced:
 

en-ter-TAIN-ment

 

Improve your general listening skills
 
If you improve your general listening skills in English,
understanding what is being said on a conference call will be
much less stressful.
 
This is where you can tap into your brain’s very powerful
subconscious learning power: listening to the radio in English or
watching films and series in English (with subtitles in English or in
your own language.)
 
You may think that if you are reading subtitles or if you have the
radio on but you are not concentrating on trying to understand
every word, you are not learning anything. This is not true. On a
subconscious level your brain is processing all the language it
hears and filing it in your brain.
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

LISTENING SKILLS 
 
When we listen to an English sentence, our ears pick out the
stressed syllables and recreate the sentence. In a sentence, only
the main words are stressed. 
 
For example: 
It’s really sunny today, why don’t we go to the beach? 

 
The stressed words are: 
It’s REA-lly SUN-ny to-DAY, why don’t we GO to the BEACH? 

 
The other words are linked together, or almost disappear. Have
you ever heard of this sound? 
 
It’s called schwa and it’s the most common sound in English. To
make it, you need to relax your whole mouth and make a very
short sound. Try it!
 
A lot of the unstressed vowels transform into this sound       and it's  
the reason that native speakers sound like they are eating their
words. You don’t hear a lot of the words in the sentence because
they really have almost disappeared or they have been stuck
together to make one big word. 
 
Now imagine you only heard these words: 
really sunny today go beach

 
Do you think you would understand the meaning of the sentence? 
I think you probably would.
 
If you understand that a lot of the less important words in a
sentence are "eaten" and the most important words have an
accent on them, this can help you to see that you can understand
what is being said, without understanding every word. 
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

LISTENING SKILLS

work with someone who can help you understand the real
sounds of English (we can help you!)  
when you encounter a word, listen to its pronunciation

If you're expecting a word to be pronounced in a certain way and
it's not, this is one reason why you don't understand when people
speak.
 
Let's look at two simple words: walk and work. How many of you
try to pronounce the L in walk? If you listen to a high-level English
speaker saying these two words, you will hear that the only
different is the vowel sound in the middle. L is not pronounced at
all! In fact walk rhymes with fork. And work rhymes with jerk. The
spelling has nothing to do with the pronunciation. 
 
There are some things to help you overcome this problem: 

Spelling & Pronunciation: they're not the same!
 
English is not pronounced as it is written. At all! Look at these
words. What do they have in common? 
 
food, dude, flu, flew, blue, fruit, to, shoe, move, tomb, group,

through

 
They all have the same vowel sound, even though the spelling is
totally different. Now look at these three words:
 
gone, done, bone

 
Same spelling, totally different pronunciation! Only one is
pronounced in the way you would expect for this spelling. (Do you
know which one? Find out the answer at the end.) 
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

LISTENING SKILLS

Let me tell you a secret: I used to watch a TV series called "The
Wire". Do you know it? It's very good. It's about crime in Baltimore,
I'm British, so i'm not at all familiar with the Baltimore accent, and I
had to put on English subtitles for the first two seasons, until my
brain had adapted to the accent. 
 
Your brain adapts to different accents, so the main thing to do is to
practise listening to the different accents you think will be on your
conference call. If you are going to be doing a call with Indian and
Australian people, prepare yourself by finding some videos of
people speaking with Indian or Australian accents. The more you
hear the accent, the easier it will be.

use tools like Ted talks where you can listen to a talk and follow
the transcript, paying attention to how the words you hear
correspond with what is written.

 
Accents
 
One problem that many of my clients have is being able to
understand all the different accents they might encounter on
conference calls They might have calls with different accents of
English from all over the world: British, West Coast American,
Canadian, Irish, Australian, Indian, Chinese, Thai... It's a lot of
difference, even for highly skilled English speakers. Don't feel bad if
there are accents you have trouble understanding. If you are not
familiar with them, it's normal. Did you know that in the US, they
often use subtitles when someone is speaking in a different English
accent?
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LISTENING SKILLS

Overcoming "Listening brain freeze"
 
Have you ever had listening brain freeze? Ok, i admit this is not a
real scientific term, it's not:  It's a term I invented for the situation
that happens to a lot of people when they don't (or they think they
don't) understand everything. What is it exactly? It's when you don't
understand a word or a sentence and your brain freezes. Your
brain blocks on "Help, I didn't understand that word and now I can't
understand anything. Arrrggghhh!!"
 
It happens to a lot of people, so if it happens to you, you are not
alone.
 
 
 

Going deeper into accents:
 
To really start to understand different accents, you need to
familiarise yourself with how different accents are pronounced.
There are some great resources online where you can hear
different words pronounced in different ways. For example, if you
listen to a Southern Irish accent, you will hear that th is pronounced
as t.  Someone with an accent from New Zealand will pronounce
the vowel e as i, so that the word pen sounds like pin.  
 
Once you have really started to listen to the difference in an accent
you are familiar with and a different accent, you will be able to
decode those other accents much more easily. 
 
You can do this yourself using different recordings or work with a
language coach who can really help you identify and understand
accent differences. 
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

COMMUNICATION SKILLS

If you miss something, don't stop listening! Keep focussing on
what the person is saying. You can think about it later (and you
will have forgotten it by then.)
Are you a perfectionist? If so, then honestly, this is difficult for
you. Decide what information you need to hear and to give on
the call and when you have done that, you have succeeded. 

Earlier we looked at how you probably won't hear all of the words
in a sentence, because they have been eaten, or stuck together
with some other words. Sometimes there may be vocabulary that
you don't know, so you are not gong to understand it. It's inevitable
that there will be some parts of what you are hearing that you
don't understand.
 
You need to learn to be ok with that. You can still understand the
main meaning and if you need to understand specific details, you
can ask for clarification.
 
But how do I learn to be ok with this?

 
Taking charge on a call
 
Do you find that some people on a call speak fast, and when you
ask them to speak more slowly, they speak slowly for one
minute  and then speed up again? Do some people use a lot of
slang or difficult vocabulary?
 
Once you are feeling more confident about your listening skills, you
need to be more confident about speaking up on the call.
 
You are on this call so you have a right to understand.
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SPEAKING

NEVER feel bad for asking someone to slow down. If you have to
ask that person to speak more slowly 5 times, it doesn't matter. 
 
 ALWAYS ask for someone to rephrase (and not to repeat) if you
haven’t understood. If you didn’t understand a word, having it
repeated 5 times isn’t going to help you!
 
If you are in a very important part of the call and you need to
understand the details, these points are vital for you.
 
Speaking on the call
 
When you are on a call, you need to be ready to speak. Have you
ever found that it can be hard to say what you want to say, when
you want to say it? What you need is some key phrases to help
you, a list of phrases to hand that you can use for different
situations. Here are some examples:

Could you say that more slowly please? 
Sorry, I can’t follow you. Could you slow down please?
I didn’t catch that last sentence. Could you rephrase it please?
 Please could you rephrase that? 

 
 
You may have found that some people make no effort to speak
slowly or clearly on a call. Many native English-speakers don’t
speak any other languages and have no idea how difficult it is to
participate in a conference call in a foreign language. They hear
you speak English and they think “Wow great English!” Never be
afraid to ask for someone to slow down or to ask for clarification. 
 
Here are some useful phrases: 
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SPEAKING

Making sure people understand you
 
One of my clients, Aude, has never spoken on a conference call.
One day she will have to, but she always relies on her colleague to
do the speaking. She's afraid that the other people on the call -
who are nearly all native English speakers - won't understand her.  
 
If you are afraid that people won’t understand you, follow these
tips: 
 
Remember word stress and sentence stress? 
It’s REA-lly SUN-ny to-DAY, why don’t we GO to the BEACH? 
If you emphasise your main words, people will understand what
you are saying much more easily. If you know what you have to
talk about, practise this when you’re alone. Really exaggerate when
you practise, when you do it in real life, it will be much easier. 
 
Speak slowly and imagine you are exercising your mouth to get to
all the unfamiliar words.
 

to interrupt Can I jump in here?

to clarify Could you clarify what you said about ***

to ask a question I'd like to ask a question here

to summarise So what we discussed is...

to start the meeting Let's make a start

to keep to the schedule I'm aware we only have one hour, so

let's discuss that another time

to  move onto the next topic Let's move onto the next item. 
to summarise & outline next steps So we discussed...and the

actions points are....

to end the call Thanks for attending today everybody and

we'll meet again next month. Have a good day!

 

 
If you are in charge of the call, you need some more phrases:

© 2020 Catherine Aygen | All rights reserved www.aygentraining.com

http://www.aygentraining.com/


CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

PREPARATION: THE FINAL KEY

What's on the agenda
Who else is on the call? If you've spoken to them before, is there
anyone whose English is difficult to understand?
What information do you need from the call?
What do you need to say on the call? Prepare some notes in
English
Is there any specific vocabulary you need for this?

Before you go onto a call, if you can spend a few minutes
preparing the following information in English, you will feel much
more confident:

 
With good preparation, you'll find any conference call will be much
easier and much less stressful, I promise.
 

The best way to practise your pronunciation to make sure you're
really speaking clearly is to work with a language coach, who can
guide you on which sounds you need to practise and how.
 
Preparation: The final key
 
Thomas always spends 2-5 minutes preparing his calls: what does
he need to know, what does he want to say. He doesn't understand
everything on a call, but he gets all the information he needs and
doesn't feel stressed. 
 
How about you? 
 
Preparation prevents poor performance. 
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CONFERENCE CALLS: TOP 10 TIPS

GOING FURTHER

Virtual or in-person one-on-one coaching
Virtual group coaching 
In-person group workshops, in your company, or in Grasse,
France. 
And coming soon, our online confident conference calls
programme!

Have you enjoyed this guide? If you have put some of the tips into
action, I'd love to hear from you! You can email me at
info@aygentraining.com or reach out to me, Catherine Aygen or
my company, Aygen Training on Linkedin.  
 
Would like more personalised help with your conference calls? We
can identify the areas you need to work on, how to improve your
listening skills and pronunciation and work with you on the accents
you need help with. 
 
How? 

 
If you're in France, you can use your CPF budget for training:
contact us for more information.
 
Now go and kick ass at those conference calls!
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