Chapter 14

Speaking to Inform

This is one of the most important skills you can learn. In one survey, informative speaking was ranked as the most important speech skill in the workplace.  In another survey, 62 percent of the respondents said they used informative speaking “almost constantly.”

This type of speaking occurs everyday in tons of situations.  You will need to inform people about things in your life on a consistent basis.

Information needs to be communicated accurately, clearly, and be made interesting and meaningful to the audience.

Informative Speeches can be classified into 4 types.

1. Some informative speeches are about objects.

a. These speeches describe something that is visible, tangible, and stable in form.  Objects may have moving parts or be alive.  These speeches include places, structures, animals, and people. 

b.  I prefer to think of this as a noun speech.  It’s a person place or thing speech.  

c. These speeches need to be sharply focused.  You can’t tell everything about this subject in a brief speech.  That is why you have to focus your topic so narrowly. 

d.  Speeches about objects can use a variety of organizational patterns.

· A speech about the history of an object would be done in chronological order.

· A speech about the main features of an object would be arranged in spatial order.

· Most of these speeches about objects will be in topical order.

2. Some informative speeches are about processes.

a. A process is a systematic series of actions that leads to a specific result or product.

b. These speeches explain how something is done, made, or how it works.

c. There are two kinds of speeches about processes

· One explains a process so the audience will understand it better.

· The other type explains the process so you will be able to perform the process yourself.

d. Speeches about processes often require visual aids.

· You can use charts to outline the steps of the process.

· Sometimes you will need to demonstrate the steps or techniques of the process.

e. Speeches about processes have to have careful organization.

· Speeches that explain a process step by step are done in chronological organizational pattern.

· Speeches that focus on the major principles or techniques involved in performing the process are usually arranged in topical order.

3. Some informative speeches are about events.

a. Some of the events can deal with any kind of happening or occurrence.  Like the civil rights movement or modern dance.

b. There are many ways to organize a speech about an event.

· Speeches that recount the history of an event are arranged in chronological order.

· Speeches that analyze the causes and effects of an event are arranged in causal order.

· Speeches that deal with particular elements of an event are usually arranged in topical order.

4. Some speeches are about concepts.

a. Speeches about concepts are difficult.  I’m being honest here. Keep a concept in mind while I tell you about them.  Maybe religion or something.  Pick one.   Just think about it while we go into detail here.  Avoid technical language and define your terms clearly.  You also need to use a lot of examples and comparisons to make it where your subject is comprehensible to your audience.

b. Speeches about concepts give information about beliefs, theories, principles, or other abstract subjects.

c. Speeches about concepts are usually arranged in topical order.

· One common approach is to list the main features or aspects of the concept.

· A more complex approach is to define the concept, identify its major elements, and illustrate it wit specific examples. (I still don’t see how you can do that with most concepts in 5-6 minutes.  To me this takes more time.  I have only ever had one student do a good job with this.  If you pick this sort of topic make sure you keep it real narrow or you won’t have the time necessary to cover it well.)

· Another way to do it is to explain competing schools of thought.  Both sides of the issue, as it were.

The lines dividing speeches about objects, processes, events and concepts are not absolute. Most topics can fit into more than one category depending on how you wish to present it.  The most important thing to decide is how you want to handle the topic and then follow that approach all the way through.

There are 5 Guidelines for Informative Speaking

1. Informative speakers need to be careful of thinking the audience knows more than it actually does. In most cases the audience doesn’t know a lot about your topic.  Don’t assume that they will know what you mean.  Explain things thoroughly.  Think about it this way.  Would they be able to understand what you were talking about if they were hearing about it for the first time?  Keeps in mind the journalists’ code: “Never over estimate the knowledge of your audience; never underestimate the intelligence of your audience.

2. Find ways to relate the Subject directly to the audience.  I know you have heard this a lot but it’s serious.  People need to know how it will impact them.  Remember that what is interesting to you isn’t interesting to everyone.  You have to work to get them interested.  Start with a creative introduction and connect the topic with the interests of the audience.  Find ways to talk about the topic in terms of your listeners.

3. Avoid being too technical.  Sometimes the topic is too specialized for the audience. It could also be because you use too much jargon or obscure language.

4. Avoid abstractions.  This means use specific details to make your speech more compelling. There are several ways to do this:

· One way to do this is through description.  If you use colorful descriptions you can paint a picture for your audience to see and that can draw the audience into the speech.  You can also communicate your feelings well with description.

· Another way to avoid abstractions is with comparisons.   Sometimes it is hard to describe how something is without comparing it to something else.  When Landon was looking for a way to describe the color of my eyes he would tell his friends that they were the color of dark chocolate brownies.   He compared them to something that his friends had seen.  If you ever compare something your audience is unfamiliar with to something that they do know then you are making where they can understand you.  Comparisons allow a speaker to explain new ideas in concrete and familiar terms.

· A third way to avoid abstractions is with contrast. Sometimes you can explain better what something is by telling someone what it is not.  Kate is nothing like Betty.  Sometimes instead of comparisons you need to show the differences.  This can help give perspective on concepts and events.

5. You should personalize your ideas.  Give personal illustrations to perk up your speech.  Try to dramatize your ideas in human terms.  Make it fun.  Remember that people like stories and examples.  The best way to draw others in is with examples-real or hypothetical- that personalize the subject matter.

REMEMBER THIS: IF YOU HAVE FUN WITH THIS SPEECH SO WILL YOUR AUDIENCE.  IF YOUR TOPIC BORES YOU… IT WILL BORE US TOO.  PICK SOMETHING YOU LIKE.

