IDEA TO OUTLINE

How to Compose a Speech 
By Robert A. Richert, DTM


You have a great idea for a speech, but getting started is an ordeal.  Several thoughts swirl around in your mind.  How much content will fit into the allotted time?  What information should I include, what should be left out?  Into what sequence should my main points fall?  How detailed should my notes be?  Many of us have difficulty composing our speeches.  Here some ideas and directions to help you get on the right track:

GETTING STARTED:  When you see your name on the schedule as an assigned speaker (hopefully, at least one week before the meeting), start thinking about subject matter for your speech.  While driving to work, during lunch hour, or at any leisure moment, allow ideas to flow through your mind; begin to mentally organize your thoughts and hone in on a topic.

WRITE IT DOWN:  After giving the subject some thought, start recording your ideas on a sheet of paper, individually on index cards, or on a computer.  It is not necessary to delve into organization at this point, just record your thoughts and any supplemental material that comes to mind.  For example, your list might include main ideas A, B, C, and D.  In addition, you might be considering some pertinent anecdotes, a joke or two, relevant quotations, and/or use of some props.  Even if they are non-specific, write down all of these items and ideas in any order.  

DETERMINING A HIERARCHY:  To begin organizing your material, look at your list of ideas and try to categorize them into sets and subsets.  Here is a specific example:

Baseball} Great World Series Competitions} Dodger - Yankee Series

Dodger - Yankee is a subset of World Series, which, in turn, is a subset of Baseball.  Granted, it is not always easy to develop a clearly delineated hierarchy like the above sample, but try.  This process will help you prioritize the content of your speech.  For example, one might eliminate Baseball as the speech subject because it is too broad in scope, or one might hone in on the World Series and choose the Dodger - Yankee contests to serve as an example.  Going even further, the Dodger - Yankee World Series games could be the subject for the entire speech.  Going still further, one could select one memorable Dodger -Yankee series or even one single game—or even one inning!  Determining a hierarchy of the various main points provides the organizational perspective one needs to edit. 
EDIT YOUR MATERIAL:  Working in conjunction with determining hierarchy is deciding what details to include in your speech and what to leave out.  No hard and fast rules exist because all speeches are different.  However, always keep in the back of your mind that in any rough draft for a speech may be the potential for one or more future speeches.  For example, you may be saying to yourself, “I just love this story, but it doesn’t seem to fit with the theme of this speech.”  Consider saving it as an element or the main theme of a future speech.  In addition, don’t be rigidly glued to all of your material!  Squeezing too much information into your planned speech will invariably create anxiety during its delivery.  This can lead to a rushed or chaotic performance, cause you forget major parts, or go overtime.  Yes, sometimes, less is more! 

When deciding what to edit, consider your main purpose; for example, is it to entertain, persuade, or inform?  Try to choose from among your various subtopics, facts, stories, or quotes, those that seem to best tie together within the overall purpose and theme.  For example, if you are presenting a technical speech containing many cold hard facts you may wish to retain a bit of humor that in a lighter speech you may reject.  Including a joke or brief story that arouses merely a smile rather than a belly laugh will add a fresh respite in an otherwise serious speech.


In selecting the sequence of your main points, ask, “Will point A or B most easily allow me to bridge into point C?”  Often a logical flow of ideas flows naturally from the information in your notes; for example, historical events and most stories occur in a chronological order, and so might your speech.  If pertinent, follow the guidelines in your speech manual.  

A WORD ABOUT TIME:  I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard New Toastmasters say, “Gee, the time went by so quickly, I was only half finished with my speech and the red light came on.”  , When presenting their first few speeches, the majority of new members underestimate how quickly time passes.  They tend to try to cram too much information into too small a time period.  Here’s a handy tip; remember the Rule of Three:

In general, the time parameters of a 5 – 7 minute speech will allow you to make three main points.  Assuming that up to one minute is allocated for opening, summation and closing comments combined; this leaves a maximum of six minutes for the main body of the speech, or about two minutes per point.  That’s about the same time as a Table Topic for each point!  Now, consider what would happen if you plan to cover ten main points in a 5 – 7 minute speech.  All you could accomplish is to recite them like a laundry list.  Squeezing too many main points into the time constraints of a 5 – 7 minute speech inhibits your ability to develop the main points in sufficient detail.

Following the advice in the previous paragraph, consider how much time you want to give to each main segment of the speech; don’t just think about the overall time.  In any given 5 – 7 minutes speech you may settle upon two main points, other times as many as five; it depends upon the nature of the content and the time you want to devote to each segment.  The Rule of Three is a rule, not an absolute!  The rule of three may not apply to speeches longer than ten minutes.  However, the process of breaking down your main topics into sub-topics and calculating the time for each will help you plan the time length for any speech effectively.
DEVELOP AN OUTLINE:  Some of the processes of determining a hierarchy and editing can be determined in your head.  Following the advice above, nail down the structure of your speech and form it into a simple outline that will serve as your notes.  Here is an example: 
Opening (Quote)

     Brief Summary - “I’m going to talk about A, B, and C”

Body of Speech; 


     Point A (plus one anecdote) - 1 minute

     Point B (plus one visual aid) - 3 minutes

     Point C (plus one joke) - 2 minutes 


Conclusion:

     Brief Summary - “I talked about A, B, and C”

     Call to action (What do you want us to do, think about, etc.)

     Concluding statement (sometimes the same as call to action)
The opening and closing statements of your speech are important.  In addition to memorizing them, write them (or a few key words) in the appropriate place.  The sample outline below can be used as the skeleton for almost any 5 – 7 minute speech I suggest that you commit the basic structure above in black to memory.  It is a handy tool for the preparation of any speech, regardless of time; just add details like those I show in blue type.  
Once you have developed the outline, begin to practice your speech and allow some flexibility to make changes as you go.  Time your practice speeches.  Caution!  Experience shows that the time length of speeches practiced at home tend to pass more quickly than the same speech delivered in front of an audience.  Just to be safe, edit the time length of your practice speech by ten or fifteen percent of its intended time length; for example; if the maximum allotted time length for your scheduled speech is 7 minutes, edit your practice speeches to about 6 minutes.

You may have developed some practical methods on your own for coalescing ideas into a well organized speech.  By all means, take what you need from the above article and add or amend it to suit your style.  Just remember that preparing a speech need not be an ordeal.  Following the guidelines in this article will increase your efficiency.  Unless your manual project requires it, avoid preparing and delivering speeches with a fully written script.  Once you free yourself from dependence upon written text and begin to work from a well organized outline, you will become a more confident and effective public speaker.
