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HOW I...

Solve speech problems for a living
SPEECH, LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST LYNDA WILNER
The mid-80s was
a pivotal time for
Lynda Katz Wilner.
She was a then
new-to-Baltimore
clinical speech
and language pathologist working
in a hospital setting. And when
the opportunity arose, Wilner
jumped on at the chance to explore
a new market in her field, accent
modification.
“That was a sweet spot for me
because I’m a transplanted New
Yorker,” she said. “I know what it’s
like to be noticed because of the way
you’re speaking and not necessarily
because of what you’re saying.”
She found her niche working with
international medical graduates.
“There’s such a need for medical
communication because if a doctor
says 15 milligrams and you don’t
know if he’s saying 50 or 15, that’s
life threatening,” she said. “So that’s
where I broke into the market of
accent modification.”
Wilner founded Owings Millsbased Successfully Speaking. Then in
2006, she also co-founded ESL Rules,
which distributes training materials.
She has published or co-published
several books in the field.
Today her clients run the gamut.
She has worked, for example, with
a downtown Baltimore executive
from Dundalk who was tired of
pronunciation-related teasing
undermining her credibility in staff
meetings.
Then there are the millennials
who know how unimpressed
some Boomer bosses can be with
speaking habits often linked with
that generation.
Those include “uptalk” (raising
intonation at the end of sentences)
or the deep “vocal fry” of, say, Kim
Kardashian.
Thanks to technology, Wilner’s
clients also span the globe. She
can work online with a client in
Shanghai, one in Texas and another
in Seattle.
Her training is often focused
on presentation in general and
she stresses she does not strive to
eliminate accents.
“My goal is to modify them so
they are understood. Accents are
wonderful,” she said. “But when my
New York or foreign accent interferes
with somebody focusing on what
my message is, then it’s a problem.”
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Lynda Katz Wilner discovered the niche market of accent modification when she founded
You’ve been at this for a while. How
have you had to change in order
to remain relevant? I think I was
ahead of the curve as far as when
I developed the training book on
accent modification for medical
professionals. There was nothing
out there on the market for that.
To this day, [other books] basically
talk about learning English. But I’m
working with people who have good
English but are not connecting as
well with their patients because of
their accents.
Another way I stay relevant is that
I learn from my clients. About 10
years ago the Dioses of WheelingCharleston, W. Va. contacted
me and asked “Can I work with
international priests?” If they are
in rural communities where people
aren’t acclimated to accents, they
might have trouble understanding
them. It has evolved by realizing that
communications skills are needed in
every profession.
Now I’m seeing one of the
biggest untapped markets, STEM
professionals because they are
coming from India, they are coming
from China. At the start of their
career they may be more focused

on their computer. Now all of a
sudden they’re advancing. They are
the leader of their team and they’re
having concerns with both their
accent and their public speaking.
I’m moving more toward public
speaking, somebody who is an
executive who has moved up to a
management position who will say to
me, “I sound like a young girl. I want
to sound like a mature executive.”
What was the best decision you made
for Successfully Speaking within
the past year or so? I’ve made more
of an effort to reach out and connect
with more people. There are many,
many presentation coaches. And
many companies have their own
in-house training. But I’m a speech
and language pathologist. So I can
work with somebody who may have
a voice problem and I don’t just say
to them, “Project your voice or lower
your pitch.” I know how to make
those changes to make sure they’re
not causing further damage. I used
to just say I was a communication
trainer and I didn’t say I was a speech
pathologist. But in the past year I put
that back in there. I had to go to school
for that. I might as well let people

know that’s part of my skill set.
How often do HR professionals come
into play in terms of who ends up
taking your training? That has to be
a tricky spot for them – and yourself
– to be in. They’ll do the performance
review and somebody will say, “I
want to improve my communication
skills in the next year.” That’s an
open ticket to say, “I know exactly
what we can do.” People tread very
lightly. It’s a balancing act. You
don’t want to sound like you’re
discriminatory. But yet sometimes
people are complaining. And
there have been Supreme Court
cases where they say that if your
verbal skills are an integral part
of your job description, that’s not
discrimination. So I’ve educated a lot
of HR professionals about this. Some
of them are right on board.
It’s not just accent. They’ll also
call me and say, “We have somebody
from California and he doesn’t have
the executive presence that we want
representing our company. Can you
polish his presentation skills?” Once
they get what I do, they will call me
for all aspects of communication.
– Rebecca Logan
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