OPENING AND CLOSING A SPEECH

By Robert A. Richert, DTM
When developing and delivering a speech, understand that the opening and closing are like bookends that bracket the volumes of information inside your talk.  Every speech should begin and end with a bang, not a whimper.  The first moments you stand to speak are crucial to gaining the attention of and forming a good impression upon the audience.  We all want the audience to understand and appreciate our message and leave wanting more.  
UPON YOUR INTRODUCTION:  Always begin a speech by acknowledging your introducer and your audience.  In addition to demonstrating good manners, it creates a mind set in the audience that you are at a professional level.  It also provides you a moment to calm your nerves, catch your breath, and adjust your vocal level to accommodate the size of the room; take advantage of the opportunity!  Next, go directly to your prepared opening.
 SPEECH OPENING:  The opening consists of the first sentence or sentences of your speech (or possibly the display of an object or a gesture of some sort).  The speech opening is very important because this brief moment provides you the opportunity to engage the audience and arouse them to listen further.  The speech opening must immediately gain the attention of the audience and set the stage for what is to follow.  Here are some examples of effective openings:
· A startling question or challenging statement; for example, “Suppose you’re out of work and your unemployment insurance has run out; how long could you survive on your savings?”
· An appropriate quotation; Circus owner P.T. Barnum once said “There's a sucker born every minute.”
· A brief anecdote or story; “I was sound asleep at 3am on a workday Wednesday when suddenly I was awakened by a loud, crashing sound.  I hurriedly put on my robe and rushed outside—only to find a piece of an airplane on my front lawn!”
· A short joke that relates to your speech topic; (in a speech about dating) “Early to bed and early to rise—and your gal goes out with other guys!” 
· An attention grabbing generalization or statistic that ties into you subject; “One out of six women in this audience will contract breast cancer!”
· The display of an object or an interesting gesture that leads to your topic; Swinging a golf club in a speech about golf.
Once you decide on your opening, memorize it and stick to it.  As you begin your speech, avoid getting sidetracked by commenting on something that may have just happened, or something said just before or within your introduction.  This may make you appear unprofessional and can easily throw you off track.  Immediately after acknowledging your introducer and audience, go directly to your memorized opening!  This will make you feel more relaxed and help direct you toward the main body of your talk.  Note that with experience, you may choose to begin with your opening and then acknowledge the audience.  
SUMMARY:  Immediately following your opening, summarize the body of your talk:  For example, "Tonight, I'm going to show you five ways to save money on your telephone bill".  Often, a one sentence summation will do fine, but sometimes you may need more elaboration; it depends upon the speech.  A brief summary is important because it sets the stage for the audience and informs them as to what they can expect in your talk.
BODY OF SPEECH:  As the phrase implies, this is the main body or text of your speech.  It should be well organized and follow a logical order.  For more information, see project number 2 in the Competent Communicator manual, “Organize your Speech”.
  

SUMMARY:  A Toastmasters popular pet phrase is; “Tell 'em what you are going to say, “Tell 'em, then tell 'em again”, or “Tell 'em, tell 'em, tell 'em” for short.  Just as at the beginning, toward the end of your speech give a brief summary of the main points.  Using the ‘telephone bill’ example above, you might summarize by saying, "Tonight, I showed you five easy ways to save money on your telephone bill".  For emphasis, you may choose to briefly re-state the five main points.  Remember; ‘tell ‘em’ in the beginning with a brief summary, ‘tell ‘em’ by providing the details in the body of the speech, and finally, ‘tell ‘em’ as a final summation toward the end.  Some might think that this is redundant.  However, experience shows that this helps reinforce the key message of your speech in the minds of the audience, and that is effective communication!
CLOSING/CONCLUSION:  Like the opening, the closing should also end with a bang.  A common mistake is to finish by fading into a whimper; the volume of the voice drops off and the speaker rambles, or he seems confused about when to end.  Try to avoid the above pitfalls.  When you are finished, the audience should have no doubt in their minds that you are finished!  The same effective opening examples above can also be incorporated in the close.  Often, an effective conclusion contains a 'call to action' - it offers the audience a challenge and/or encourages them to act in some way.  Using the 'telephone bill' example, a call to action might be, "Tomorrow, take a look at your last telephone bill.  Using the guidelines I gave you on the handout, check to see if there are services listed that you don't need; it's a good bet you will find at least one.  Next, contact your provider and make the necessary changes."  The final closing sentence might go like this; "You will benefit by having the service you really need and save money at the same time!"  Although often a good idea, it isn't necessary to have a call to action as the close; it depends upon the purpose or nature of your speech.  
Make sure to end your speech forcefully and with confidence; leave your audience with a lasting impression!  Finally, avoid thanking the audience; they should be thanking you!  When finished; acknowledge your introducer— wait until he or she approaches you—shake hands—sit down.
Always give considerable thought to the opening and concluding portions of your speech.  They are the bookends that reinforce the main body of your talk.  Once you have decided on the opening and closing, memorize and stick to them.  Summarize at the beginning and end of your talk so that the audience will better remember your main message.  Always make an effort to draw the audience into your speech quickly and to leave them wanting more!    
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