Chapter 4-5

Selecting your topic, purpose, and thesis.

“There is no such thing as an uninteresting subject; there are only uninteresting people.”



Gilbert Keith Chesterton

The first question you normally ask yourself is “ What on earth am I going to talk about?” Well in answer to this fascinating question you need to figure out a few things.  Who am I speaking to today?  What age are they?  What are their interests?  So much of your topic selections depend on who you are speaking to and the standard you have for your topic.  There are a few things you want to keep in mind.

1. Make sure your topic has substance.  Don’t choose a topic on fluff. However, you don’t want to have a topic that is so technical that your audience won’t understand it.

2. Make sure your topic is appropriate to your audience.  It should also be culturally sensitive.  In many Arab, Asian, and African cultures discussing sex in an audience of both men and women would be considered obscene and offensive. In Scandinavian cultures sex is expected to be discussed openly and without embarrassment.

3. Other demographic traits affect how they might respond to a speech.  Look at age (and generation), gender, sexual orientation, religious view, occupation, economic position, education, intelligence, and residence to help you detail your speech to your audience.

Here are a few cultures and their taboos:

Caribbean---Race, local politics, religion

Colombia—Politics and criticism of bullfighting

Egypt--- Middle Eastern politics

Iraq—Religion, Middle Eastern politics, war, Americans

Japan---World War II

Libya--- Politics, religion

Mexico---Mexican-American War, illegal aliens

Nigeria---Religion

Pakistan---Politics

Philippines---Politics, religion, corruption, foreign aid

South Korea---Internal politics, criticism of the government, socialism or communism

Spain---Family, religion, jobs, negative comments on bullfighting

4. Another thing to consider is the physical setting of the speech.  How people receive the speech is often influenced by physical conditions like the size, seating, and temperature of the room.

5. You can get this information through observation, asking the people who invited you to speak, or using questionnaires.

Now you have to choose your topic (Bwahahahahahahahahah!!!!)

Options for determining classroom speeches include:

1. Subjects you already know a lot about.

2. Subjects you want to know about (if you have always wondered about something this is your chance).

3. Issues about which you hold strong opinions.

4. You can look for a topic by looking at surveys. (Good places to look include www.gallup.com or www.pollingreport.com or you can look at factual books in places likewww.amazon.com or www.bn.com or www.borders.com.

5. You can look at news items in your newspapers or newsmagazines.  Some places to look that I can recommend would be Newsweek, US News & World Report, Time, CNN, Dallas Morning News, New York Times (Liberal), Washington Post (Conservative).

6. Brainstorming Ideas: Make an inventory of interests, skills, experience.  Cluster ideas into possible categories like people, places, events, processes, plans, policies and anything else you can think of. You can use encyclopedias, dictionaries, and other references.  You can also you a subject based search engine like yahoo to help you find a topic online.

After you find an appropriate topic that your audience will enjoy, you need to determine the general purpose of your speech.

There are only two general purposes that we will be dealing with in this class.

1. To Inform – you act as a teacher so you can communicate information clearly, accurately, and interestingly to enhance the knowledge and understanding of their listeners.

2. To Persuade- you act as an advocate to change the attitudes or actions of your audience and try to get your listeners to believe something or to do something.

So when I ask you to write a general purpose statement it would look like one of these:

General Purpose: To Inform

General Purpose: To Persuade

Since you will be doing one informative and one persuasive you will have to do one at a time.

If you have a problem at this point call me or talk to me.

Okay, next step is getting the specific purpose.

The specific purpose is what the speaker wants the audience to know or believe after the speech. It needs to focus on a specific aspect of the topic and it should include the audience.

Tips for forming a good specific purpose:

1. It needs to be a complete sentence.

2. Never phrased as a question.

3. It should avoid figurative language (don’t say,  “To Persuade my audience that Louis Armstrong was the coolest trumpet player ever.”)

4. It should be limited to one distinct idea.(don’t have two or three topics)

5. It should not be too vague or general.

6. It should not be trivial for the audience.

7. It should not be technical for the audience.

8. It should be relevant to the audience.

9. It should be able to be effectively accomplished in the time allotted.

10.  It should meet the assignment’s requirements.

Examples:  To persuade listeners to use systematic desensitization to reduce their apprehension.

To persuade my audience to believe that capitalism is superior to communism.

To persuade my audience to use active listening more frequently.

The central idea further refines and sharpens the specific purpose statement.

The central idea is a concise statement of what the speaker expects to say in the speech and it is like a thesis that encapsulates the main thrust of your ideas.  It is what the speaker wants the audience to remember when they have forgotten everything else about the speech.  However, you don’t do this at the beginning of your speech.  You do this after you have done all your research and gotten the ideas for all your main points. If you haven’t done thesis statements yet, you need this for practice because I promise you that your English teachers will make you do them for your major projects.

Yet again I used the Stephen  E. Lucas book and I used the Essential elements of Public Speaking by Joseph A Devito to help me flesh this one out.  Most of this information comes from these two books.  Please keep in mind that most of this I don’t write myself and I don’t claim to do so.

