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IN PERSON: MICHAEL SHEEHAN

A KNUTE ROCKNE FOR POLITICAL SPEAKERS

BY AMY D. BURKE
ll It the world’s a stage.™ Shake-
speare mused, “and all the men
and women merely players.”
But for Michael Shechan. a Democratic
specch couch. politics takes center stage.
and politicians have the leading roles. =1
could write a book about the similarities
between the theater and politics.™ he
said. “both in terms of the dvnamics
involved and the emotions that come into
play.”

Sheehan. |0, began his unconventional
career in a fairly conventional fashion (by
Washington standards. anyway). graduat-
ing from Georgetown University's School
of Foreign Service in 973, “Having care-
fully calculated my career track,” he said.
"1 got a fellowship to the Yale School of
Drama—the expected line.”™ In 1976.
after carning a master’s degree in fine
arts, he headed back to Washington to
become the associate producer at the
Folger Theatre. And it was the Folger's
proximity to Capitol Hill. as much as any-
thing clse. that would transport Shechan
from the world of theater into the world
of politics.

“About two or three vears into my
tenure there. I would start to get occa-
sional calls from a random press secre-
tary or administrative assistant two blocks
away.” Sheehan recalled during a recent
interview. "And the call would always go
something like: *My boss has to give a
speech next week. and he’s not the best
speech giver. You must know something
about this. You do Shakespeare.” ™

In 1981, after five vears in theater,
Shechan said. 1 burned out completely
and decided to open up my own busi-
ness.” So he began doing such allied work
as media training and speech coaching.
“About two vears into it,” he said. “it just
took oft like a rocket.”

Two incidents gave Shechan the boost
he needed to become established as a
political speech coach. First. he went to
talk to Raymond D. Strother. a Demo-
cratic media consultant. “And there’s just
this long pause. and he looked at me and
said. “Son. you are in the right place at
the right time,” ™ Sheehan recounted.
with a good imitation of Strother’s
Louisiana drawl. Strother then retained
Sheehan to work with almost all his
clients.

Sheehan’s second stroke of good luck
came when Rep. Tony Cocelho of Califor-

nia, then the chairman of the Democratic
Congressional Campaign Committee.
wanted someone to help prepare candi-
dates to meet with the news media. After
he conducted a half-day training session.
Sheehan was put on retainer with the
committee. "It just exploded after that.”
Sheehan said.

1 started looking around as to who |
felt not only had the knowledge but had
the personality™ to do the job. Cocelho
recalled. which led him to Shechan.
whom he calls “one of the premier coach-
es in the business.”

Coclho also arranged for Sheehan to
coach speakers at the 1984 and 1988
Democratic National Conventions. Shee-
han did the same this vear in New York
City.

Although Sheehan was available to all
the speakers at this vear’s convention,
some of them—Gov. Mario M. Cuomo
of New York. for example—didn’t need
any coaching. “All we had to do was open
the door and let him in.” Sheehan said.

Others. however, needed some help
mastering the split-screen teleprompter.
“You have nothing in front of you.”
Sheehan explained. so the trick is to “not
look like you're watching a tennis match
at Wimbledon.” One speaker who need-
ed some help adjusting to the dual
teleprompters was Sen. Tom Harkin of
lowa who, after getting the hang of the
split screens. proceeded to give what
Sheehan described as “a wonderful. bril-
liant. personal speech.”

Sheehan also coached Gov. Zell Miller
of Georgia. who delivered a rousing
keynote address. **He took this little
mountain boy from Georgia and helped
him deliver a good speech.™ Miller said.

As a speech coach. Sheehan concen-
trates mainly on preparing candidates for
press interviews and working with them
1o hone their stump speeches. but he also
helps edits their speeches and makessug-
gestions for punch lines and the like.
“Anyone can give one brilliant speech.”
he said. “It's the matter of being able to
give it three times a day. six days a week.
which is really what I try to work with
people on, because that's the tough one.”

Only about 15-20 per cent of his work
is for politicians: the rest is for corporate.
trade and public-interest groups. Shee-
han would like to work even less with
politicians because, as he put it. “it can
cat you up. in terms of the time and the
attention that it demands.™

Fortunately. coaching speakers ap-
pears to spark the same level of excite-
ment as opening night. “There’s some-
thing that once the curtain goes up or
once the debate starts or once the speech
begins. that's it-—oft it goes.”

After having what he calls the carliest
mid-life career crisis ever. Sheehan seems
to have found his niche in the world of
politics. Even though he produced 42
theatrical productions. including one on
Broadway. he has no plans to return to
the stage. “This drama.” he said. “is a lot
more interesting.” ]
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Texas rising star’s
first pitch clashes
with sports telecast

By CINDY RUGELEY
Houston Chronicle

NEW YORK — When Lena Guer-
rero makes her first pitch to a
national television audience tonight,
she’ll be facing baseball’s finest.

Guerrero, chairwoman of the
Texas Railroad Commission, takes
the podium to talk to the Democratic
National Convention about jobs as
the elite of America’s national pas-
time — the American and National
League All Stars — take the field in
San Diego.

It will be the
most challeng-
ing game yet for
Texas’
" est-rising politi-
1 cal star. “I think
+ it’'s going to be
1 tough,” said
Guerrero. “For-
tunately, the
lan game will only
Guerrero g:,ﬁ’-" ahechan

Guerrero is one of six women
selected to give speeches tonight, an
evening dubbed “girls night” by
some Democrats as a response to the
“boys of summer” in the midsummer
baseball classic.

The other speakers are Colorado
Rep. Pat Schroeder, California Trea-
surer Kathleen Brown, Oregon Gov.
Barbara Roberts, Washington, D.C.,
Mayor Sharon P. Kelly and Eliza-
beth Glaser, who carries the AIDS
virus.

The women and a number of male
luminaries will address issues that
Democrats believe will be critical to
the fall campaign. Jesse Jackson
will discuss education; Sen. Jay
Rockefeller, health care; and Sen.
Tom Harkin, the economy.

Jimmy Carter, the last Democrat
to win the White House, also will
speak tonight.

“I feel really privileged to have

fast- -
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Game gives Guerrero a run for fans

,
D I we———

Knight-Ridder / Tribune

Podium coach Michael Sheehan, cenhter, gives the convention tonight. Guerrero's irhage is on

tips to Lena Guerrero, seated, who will speak at

been included in that lineup,” said
Guerrero.

Guerrero, the fifth of nine children
from a Mission migrant farm family,
said she wants to talk about disap-
pearing job opportunities.

“People have given up. I'm very
worried about whether opportunities
will be there for my 4-year-old son
(Leo),” she said. “People are being
robbed of their dignity.”

“I want to say that we've got to
stop agonizing over how bad things
are and start working on how to fix
them,” she said.

Gov. Ann Richards appointed
Guerrero to the Texas Railroad
Commission last year. She is the first
Hispanic to serve on the three-per-
son panel.

Tonight’s speech could invigorate
Guerrero’s young political career in
much the same way that a conven-
tion address drew Richards into the
national spotlight four years ago.

“It’s good for her politically,” said
Texan George Christian, who served
as press secretary to President Lyn-
don Johnson. “Even if it's just on
CNN, it’s good mileage. It’s free, and

the television screen.

you get attention.”

That attention hasn't always pro-
vided a catalyst. Former Agricul-
ture Commissioner Jim Hightower
was a popular Democratic conven-
tion speaker and was still defeated in
his bid for re-election in 1990.

“I think there are so many speak-
ersit is difficult to stand out. It helps
your visibility in your party, it gets
the party faithful behind you and
that helps fund raising,” said Karen
Hughes, director of the Texas Re-
publican Party. “I don’t know how it
translates into votes at home.”









