


FOREWORD

World Speech Day began in an epiphany: a realisation that speeches change the 
world. They are the best means by which ideas are spread. They hold communities 
together, they direct our progress and underpin our sense of belonging.

The speed in which World Speech Day has evolved demonstrates that this is a shared 
belief worldwide. In just a few short years, we have grown from this moment of 
understanding to an organisation present in over 80 nations across the globe. Our 
events range from local gatherings at a school in London or a church in Mexico, 
to larger scale debates at the UN General Assembly or Oxford University. As the 
movement grows and we reach out to new and unexpected voices, so the demand for 
skills in public speaking has also risen. 

This excellent guide provides aspiring speakers with simple, practical steps to deliver 
better, more persuasive, more entertaining, more powerful presentations. I am sure 
that World Speech Day speakers everywhere – and the wider world in schools, clubs 
and companies – will benefit from it, with Evelina’s illuminating examples and her 
clear, concise prose. I commend it to all involved in World Speech Day and beyond. 

Simon Gibson, Founder of World Speech Day
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Joining World Speech Day turned out to be a journey that transformed my perception 
of the impact of speaking in public. In 2017, I organised the first WSD event in France 
with a small group of student speakers. In the beginning, they were timid about 
their ideas and speaking skills. I don’t have anything to share was the typical self-
introduction. But during the few months of practice sessions, the students gathered 
courage to open up and we crafted deeply personal speeches. And they delivered 
these speeches in front of hundreds of people on March 15. 
 
These students overcame shyness to share what mattered to them most, and they did 
so with unexpected confidence and skill. They tapped into a power within themselves 
they hadn’t known existed. One of them confided to me that she felt like she could 
do anything after giving that speech.
 
This story illustrates the impact that oral expression can have. When you speak up, 
you not only reveal yourself to others, but also, you discover yourself. You become 
convinced of the power that lies within you. With practice, you develop confidence 
and such self-expression skills that you become a communicator who can present to 
any audience. 
 
And being able to communicate clearly what’s important to you is key in your life 
and relationships, whatever you do. It’s an idea that I’m an advocate of and is a 
shared belief at World Speech Day.

Chris Anderson, the curator of TED, is also convinced that spoken communication 
skills are essential. In his latest book, he refers to presentation literacy as a skillset you 
should master to effectively express who you are and what you care about. Since we 
share the same viewpoint, Simon and I have decided to create a brief practical guide 
on public speaking. This guide, accessible online to anyone, covers the foundations 
needed to deliver a speech. It also includes references to further, more advanced, 
readings.
 
When it comes to public speaking, we believe in idea sharing and collaborative 
learning. Hence, this guide was inspired by the collective knowledge we gathered 
from debating, Toastmasters and TED(x) conferences. Your ideas and comments are 
also welcome for its future updates!

INTRODUCTION
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 This guide was designed as a roadmap to follow from the moment you decide to give 
a speech to its delivery. It consists of three core steps: defining context, developing 
content and practicing delivery. There’s an additional chapter at the end which uses 
a unique rainbow metaphor approach to help you increase the impact of your speech 
even further.

Each chapter is full of concepts, tips and examples. We also selected three powerful 
speeches to illustrate the conceptual points. These speeches differ in nature but are 
all particularly well-crafted. We’ll share the links to their videos as we move forward, 
and you can also find the full transcripts in the appendix.

Are you now ready to start? In the first chapter of this guide, we’ll aim to define 
your relationship to speaking in public, the characteristics of your audience and your 
message.
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STEP 1: DEFINE

You engage in many conversations on a typical day. You talk to your family, friends 
and colleagues. You share travel experiences, analyse relationships, explain your 
political beliefs, and defend your moral reasoning. In each conversation, you 
communicate a clear idea adapted to your listeners, and you do so with confidence. 
And with no preparation!
 
If you look at it this way, holding a conversation and speaking in public are very 
similar. We often imagine a huge scary audience when we hear the words public 
speaking, but your public doesn’t have to be tens or hundreds of people. One listener is 
already an audience. So, think about speaking as having a one-on-one conversation 
with a curious friend, just like you do naturally every day. Sounds a little less scary, 
doesn’t it?
 
However, if you have a speech to give, it’s likely that the stakes are much higher 
than in everyday life discussions. You may be preparing a yearly review with your 
manager at work or presenting a research paper at school. Then, the challenge of 
speaking is amplified. And for you to give it your best shot, preparation is in order. 
 
The preparation starts with introspection, or defining how you feel about speaking 
in front of an audience.  

STEP 1: DEFINE

START WITH YOU 
Why are you uncomfortable?

Last October, I hosted a conference in Lithuania on the importance of self-expression 
through speaking. During the opening statements, I warned the audience they may 
be spontaneously called up on stage to speak. That wasn’t true. But can you guess 
how the attendees reacted? Do you think they got excited about the possibility of 
being called on stage? No. They were speechless and started slinking low into their 
chairs.  
 
Why this anxiety? Because your relation to public speaking is intimately linked to 
your self-confidence. And that confidence suddenly becomes shaky when you’re 
asked to present in public rather than converse with a friend. Why is that?
 
Except for a few naturals and professionals, speaking in public means stepping far 
out of our comfort zone. We’ve realised over the years that the discomfort often 
comes from the stories we tell ourselves. I don’t know how to do this, I will never be good 
at that, and there’s no way I can speak as well as they do… Does it sound familiar? 
 
These stories are merely figments of your imagination, but they deter you from trying 
and improving. So, how do you step out of them? First, introspect. Observe yourself 
closely when you’re asked to present in front of others. Then, take a moment to 
analyse if and why you’re uncomfortable. Identify the roots of your unease. Are you 
afraid to be judged? Do you struggle to structure your thoughts? Or perhaps you’re 
too self-conscious about your body gestures?
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The next step will be replacing these stories with new, positive ones. You’ll do that 
by using each speaking occasion you get to work on those speech elements that 
you’re anxious about to eventually master them. We’ll aim to equip you with useful 
tips for it in this guide. You’ll soon realise you can be good at things that made you 
uncomfortable in the past, just like the students at the last Paris World Speech Day 
event did. This is how you’ll write your better story.

STEP 1: DEFINE

BUT DON’T MAKE IT ABOUT YOU 
What’s your audience like?

Identifying the speech elements that make you anxious is the very first step. Next, 
you need to define the characteristics of your audience so that you can tailor your 
message to them.
 
When JK Rowling gave a Harvard commencement address, she shared personal stories 
to transmit to young graduates the life lessons she’d learnt since her own graduation. 
She would’ve probably made a different speech in front of an older audience with 
significant life experience. Mohammed Qahtani’s speech on the power of words 
at World Speaking Championships was relevant to an adult of any upbringing or 
occupation. He designed it carefully as he knew how diverse the audience at this 
event would be. You’d also use more sophisticated language with your manager than 
with your 3-year old nephew. See where we’re going with these examples?
 
Tailoring your message to the audience is vital for it to get across. If you want us to 
listen to you, you first need to show why the topic at hand is relevant to us, how it 
affects us directly. To be able to do so, you should know your listeners very well. Try 
to find out specific details: their age, occupations, cultural backgrounds, linguistic 
abilities, education level, motivations, daily challenges etc. The more information 
you have, the easier it will be to adapt your message and register accordingly, as in 
the examples above.
 
Knowing your audience is the key to your speech, we cannot emphasise it enough. 
Do your due diligence in advance! Then, when developing your content, always take 
audience characteristics into account. That means choosing the structure and the 
supporting materials - data, stories and examples – that will speak to them the 
most. But before we look at your content in detail, let’s define your message.
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FORMULATE YOUR MESSAGE
What do you want your audience to go home with?

Do you already have your topic? Often, it’s imposed in your work or study environment. 
If you can select the subject freely though, present something valuable to the listeners. 
Ask yourself: what’s in it for the audience? Author and speaker Simon Sinek expresses 
the idea of added value very well: I always show up to give. Whenever I speak, I don’t show 
up wanting anything from anyone. I always show up to share what I know. 
  
Having your topic is only the kick-off point though. You need to narrow it down to 
one clear idea that you’ll communicate. Let’s look at how to get to that idea in steps.

Think about it in broad terms first.
What’s your general purpose?

To inform? 
To persuade?
To inspire?
To entertain?
To bore? (If you wish to do this, no need to prepare. If not, keep reading!)

Former Apple Inc.’s CEO Steve Jobs gave a speech whenever a new product was 
released; his goal was to inform consumers about it. President Abraham Lincoln’s 
Gettysburg address was crafted to inspire people to build a free society when the civil 
war is over. If you’re giving a toast at your best friend’s wedding, your primary goal 
may be to entertain the guests with funny stories from the groom’s or bride’s life. See 
if you can apply one of these to the presentation you’ll deliver.

Let’s now narrow this general objective down. To inform 
your audience about what? To inspire them to do what 
exactly? The answer to this question is what we’ll call 
your core message: a one-sentence summary of the idea 
you wish to communicate. Your core message should 
be the one thing you want your audience to know or 
to do by the end of your speech. Mohammed Qahtani’s 
core message was that your words have power to break 
or to heal, thus you should use them consciously. He 
expressed it so clearly that the audience members 
could certainly repeat it when Mohammed was done 
speaking. 

STEP 1: DEFINE

If right now you have no clue what your core message is, don’t worry. We know it’s 
not always easy to define. Answering the following questions could guide you:

• Concepts and context: Are you talking about a person, an idea or a problem? What’s 
the best way to define this idea? What’s the context and the source of this problem? 
Are there facts to support this opinion? Why are you the person talking about this?
• Explanations and impact: Why is it important? Is it right or wrong? What are the 
consequences? How can this problem be solved? How will your solution work?
• Engagement and vision: What actions do you want your listeners to take? What 
implications will it have on their lives? 

Your core message is the foundation of your speech, 
it’s the reason you’re there to speak. It holds 
everything - the structure, the opening and closing, 
and the supporting elements - together. Write it 
down to always keep it in mind; don’t deviate from 
it.

When preparing for our TEDx event, we often had 
discussions with our speakers about which stories 
or examples would be the most appropriate to use. 
Most speakers had far more to share than a human 
possibly could within the TED given time limit. To 
trim down the multiple stories and examples, we 

would always ask them the same question: does this information directly support your 
core message? If the answer was no, we would cut that part out. 
 
Take as long as you need to carefully define your core message. Only when you’re 
comfortable with that one sentence that says it just right can you move forward.
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STEP 1: DEFINE

FINAL THOUGHTS ON DEFINITIONS

When we have a speech to give, we often tend to rush into writing straight away. 
We strongly advise you to resist this temptation and define the three key elements 
discussed in this chapter first.
 
If you figure out what makes you uncomfortable about speaking in front of others, 
you’ll be able to work on it every time you speak up. The audience will sense your 
vulnerability and will appreciate it. Most of them have been through the same thing! 
Your listeners will also connect to you much better if you’ve done research about 
them and have tailored your speech to tap into their world. Finally, a clear core 
message will be the invaluable guide for your speech content, and will also save you 
a lot of time and fruitless tangents.

With the foundation set, the rest of your speech journey will be a much smoother 
process.

STEP 2: DEVELOP

Your next step is to develop your speech content. We’re not talking about a few bullet 
points that you’ll use to speak off the cuff. You need to compose the plan and words 
that you’ll use to convey your message to your listeners. But before you start, you 
have a decision to make: to write or not to write? 
 
You have a few options: don’t write at all, write your full speech, or note key points 
only. We strongly believe that writing down at least the building blocks of your 
presentation helps you structure your thoughts and deliver them calmly. We therefore 
suggest you pick one of the last two options. 
  
But which one? Your choice will depend on how you work best. Does writing help 
you gather and structure your thoughts? Or do you think better when you express 
ideas out loud? Or perhaps you prefer drawing out the outline of your speech with 
very little writing? Do you know how to trigger your own creativity? If you’re unsure, 
we suggest that you write out your speech completely, how it would be said ideally. 
That way, you’ll have the best version of your speech on paper even if you change a 
few bits when you speak.
 
If you decide to keep most of your text in your head, that’s fine too. However, don’t 
plan on coming up with the content based on the bullet points when you’re on the 
stage speaking. Think your material through very carefully in advance! Mark Twain 
used to say that it would take him five to six weeks to prepare a good impromptu 
speech. If you follow his reasoning and prepare sufficiently, you’ll know exactly what 
you want to say and different sections will be evenly developed. If you don’t, you risk 
under-explaining some parts or digressing from your core message altogether. And 
the audience will see and hear the difference!

Developing your content includes preparing the structure, developing key points and 
working on your style, which are the topics of this chapter. It’s best if you read the 
next sections in the order they’re written. We’ll start with the structure, or breaking 
up your core message into smaller pieces.

13

https://www.facebook.com/ThinkVisually.lt/ 


STRUCTURE YOUR SPEECH 
What? So what? Now what?

Why would you want to organise your speech? We’ve got plenty of reasons for you. 
Organisation requires effort, so when your listeners see you’ve put hard work into it, 
they’ll take you seriously. Your audience will also absorb and remember a logically 
structured message much better. Just think of 
the opposite of an organised speech, which is 
a rambling speech. How can anyone remember 
any of it? Finally, it’s simply more enjoyable 
to listen to you when your thoughts are easy 
to follow from beginning to end. And if the 
above is not enough, here’s one more thought: 
a structured presentation takes much less effort 
to memorise! 

So, how do you build the right structure?
 
The tried and true magic formula is to divide your speech into three parts: an 
introduction, a body and a conclusion. We’ll first look at how you can organise the 
body of your speech. We’ll cover the introduction and the conclusion in detail in the 
next sections. 

Structuring the body of your speech requires the most effort; it’s where you narrow 
your thoughts down and support them with explanations, data, stories and anecdotes. 
The way you do that will depend on the message. Let’s look at some ideas that will 
help you decide.
 
The simplest type of structure is topical. You divide your main topic into a few, most 
often three, subtopics and present them in a logical manner, conveyed through facts 
and examples. A derivation of a topical speech is a chronological one: you cover 
different time periods in different parts of the body, often illustrated with stories. 
JK Rowling divided her commencement address into two sub-topics: failure and 
imagination. Mohammed Qahtani told three stories in the body of his speech that 
demonstrated the impact words can have.
 
However, simply splitting your message into subpoints won’t always work. If you 
want an alternative, we suggest the one below. Its thought process follows three 
questions: 
 

STEP 2: DEVELOP

What: What happened? What did you notice? Why are you speaking about this?
So what: What patterns or conclusions emerge? Why is it important? 
Now what: What actions could make sense? What impact will these actions have? 

Let’s illustrate this structure with President Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg address. 
First, he described the context: a liberal country, created in the previous century, 
is in the midst of a civil war and many soldiers have died. Then, he explained why 
that’s important: the civil war is a test whether a state built on liberal foundations 
can endure. Finally, he suggested that the rebirth of the nation is everyone’s 
responsibility to make sure the dead didn’t perish in vain. 

Now think about your speech. What are the main points you need to develop to fully 
explain your idea? Take some time to draft a structure that you believe will carry 
your core message. Then, prepare a template for your speech outline:
  
A. Introduction
B. Body
 I.   Main point
        Supporting material
 II.  Main point
        Supporting material
 III. Main point 
        Supporting material
C. Conclusion
 
Complete the outline while you read the next sections of this chapter. We’ll analyse 
the introduction in more detail next.
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HOOK YOUR AUDIENCE
FROM THE START

Your introduction will be the shortest part of your speech but also one of the most 
important. During it, you’ll need to both establish a bond with the audience and 
spark their interest. So, how can you do that?

A good introduction should have two parts: a 
catchy opening and a glimpse into the key points 
of your speech.

Let’s talk about your opening first. The audience’s 
engagement level is at its peak during the first 
few moments of your stage presence. In about 30 
seconds, they’ll decide whether you’re worth their attention. If you don’t hook them 
right away, they’ll spend the remainder of your speech looking at their phone’s 
screen. But don’t let this scare you off. You have plenty of options for a great opening, 
that we discuss below.

An entertaining opening. Open with a joke. If you make the 
audience laugh, you’ve broken the tension and you’re off to a 
great start. JK Rowling opened her commencement address with 
a joke: Not only has Harvard given me an extraordinary honour, but 
the weeks of fear and nausea I have endured at the thought of giving 
this commencement address have made me lose weight. A win-win 

situation! By showing vulnerability to her audience, she won them over in seconds.

Another entertaining option is a visual. Show a prop that will trigger curiosity and 
then explain the metaphor. Mohammed Qahtani pretended to light up a cigarette 
right after appearing on stage and then addressed the stunned audience with Oh, so 
you all think smoking kills? Let me tell you something!

A personal opening. Reveal briefly what brought you to this stage. 
You can do so through a compelling personal story. Keep that 
story short and directly linked to your core message. Avoid long 
stories that are unrelated to your topic at all costs if you want to 
keep your audience interested.

STEP 2: DEVELOP

A thought-provoking opening. Start with a challenging statement 
based on statistics or controversial opinions that sets off a range of 
emotions. Do you know that the amount of people dying from diabetes 
are 3 times as many people dying from smoking? Mohammed Qahtani 
got you speechless there for a second, didn’t he? You surely want 
to know more. You could also spark curiosity with a question. The 

mind instinctively wants to answer a question. Hence, a thought-provoking one – 
ideally, a why or how question - will really get your audience involved. 

Which kind of opening could work best for you? Reflect on it, and then write it down 
in your speech outline.

Now that your audience is hooked, present your structure. At the end of your 
introduction, give a brief outline of your speech so that the audience knows what to 
expect and is ready to follow you along. The simplest way to present your structure 
is to list the different parts of your speech in the order they will be unveiled. Today, 
you will learn about three ways to open a speech: a joke, a question and a personal story. 
When you do this, phrase it in terms of your audience. Instead of I will tell you about, 
go with You will learn about, as in the example above.

While this kind of presentation clearly lays down your speech framework, it doesn’t 
leave room for intrigue. Let’s look at how JK Rowling set the expectations: On this 
wonderful day when we are gathered together to celebrate your academic success, I have 
decided to talk to you about the benefits of failure. And as you stand on the threshold of what 
is sometimes called ‘real life’, I want to extol the crucial importance of imagination. Notice 
how she subtly introduced the two parts of her speech - failure and imagination - 
without revealing why she had chosen them? She shared the take-aways only much 
later in the speech and thus kept the audience interested all along. 
 
When you present your structure, you transition from the introduction to the body 
of your speech. Transitions are also crucial for the remainder of your time on stage, 
hence we look at them more closely in the next section.
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SIGNAL WHERE YOU ARE
Don’t you see? A leads to B, and B lead to C.

Transitions in your speech serve a double purpose. They indicate where you’ve been 
and where you still have left to go in your speech plan. They also provide a moment 
for your listeners to reflect on what you’ve said, letting the information sink in. 
 
What are the keys attributes of an effective transition?
 
When you transition, review the key point from the prior section of your speech 
and preview the point of the upcoming section. Use adjectives and verbs that signal 
movement. Here’s a very basic example: We’ve just covered argument one. Now we’ll be 
moving on to argument two. If you’re comfortable, we suggest making your transitions 
more powerful. Rather than plainly summarising your points, go deeper in explaining 
the key take-aways. 
 
Let’s look at JK Rowling’s speech again. To signal to the audience that she was 
finishing part one, she said: So, why do I talk about the benefits of failure? She wrapped 
up those benefits and then went deeper in her summary - So, given a Time Turner I would tell 
my 21-year old self that <…> - and shared a message about happiness. She introduced 
the next section on imagination with the following sentence: Now you might think 
that I chose my second theme, the importance of imagination, because of the part it played in 
rebuilding my life, but that is not wholly so.
  
Transitions help different parts of your speech come together smoothly and you 
should draft them all carefully. But the most important transition will be your very 
last one - the signal that you’re about to conclude. Prepare your audience so that 
your final thoughts don’t come as a surprise. 

You can announce that you’re wrapping up by using simple words, such as: to sum 
up, to summarise, in conclusion. You can also go with a more sophisticated phrase, for 
instance: on a final thought, I’d like to leave you with this, if there’s one take-away to this 
speech. JK Rowling introduced her concluding remarks this way: I am nearly finished. I 
have one last hope for you <…>.

Finally, in addition to verbal signals, add visual cues that you’re transitioning. When 
you shift to a different section of your speech, also move to a different location on 
stage and add appropriate gestures. You’ll want to pause for a few seconds when 
doing so. Mohammed Qahtani chose not to use transitioning words at all. Rather, 
every time he was about to shift to a new story, he walked to a different spot on the 
stage, followed by a pause. 

Transitions are more powerful than you may think at first. They link different parts 
of your speech for them to come together beautifully. If you explore their full power, 
the audience will follow you in your speech plan and remember your core points 
easily.  

Once you’ve crafted a catchy introduction 
and smooth transitions, let’s look at how 
you can develop your key points.

STEP 2: DEVELOP 19
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EXPLAIN YOUR KEY POINTS
Why? How?

When preparing your speech outline at the beginning of this chapter, you selected 
the key points of your presentation. In this section, we’ll look at how you can give 
them the most impact.

Each of your main points should present one idea. And each idea must be supported. 
In debating, we call this the burden of proof. If you claim that something is true 
- or false! - that claim requires justification. You provide justification by adding 
supporting material to your viewpoints. We’ve split supporting materials you can 
use into two categories – tangible and intangible.
 
Tangible supporting material. 
For an informative or educational speech, you can use expert testimony or real-life 
illustrations that show why your point is valid. You may also use data. However, 
since numbers and statistics can be tough to digest, make them easy for the audience 
to visualise. 
 
In her 2017 talk, one of our TEDx speakers discussed heart diseases. She wanted 
to highlight that 18 million people per year die of a heart-related issue. As the 18 
million figure is too abstract to grasp, she added this sentence: It’s as if an entire 
population of a country such as The Netherlands disappeared each year. Can you feel the 
difference between a plain figure and an analogy with an entire state? Hans Rosling 
- the Swedish physician, statistician and academic – was a master of presenting 
complex data in fun ways. Take a look at his Gapminder Foundation for inspiration!
 
Intangible supporting material. 
If your wish to persuade or inspire, you may opt for qualitative material. Stories 
and personal examples make great illustrations. Mohammed Qahtani used three 
examples to illustrate his thinking: his son, a climate scientist and his friend Nasser. 
JK Rowling only shared personal stories. These stories were effective because, in 
the case of both speakers, they were directly related to their message - the power of 
words, the benefits of failure or the value of imagination - and were short and full 
of emotion. 

STEP 2: DEVELOP

You may also choose to reinforce your ideas with quotations. JK Rowling quoted 
Plutarch: What we achieve inwardly will change outer reality. Quoting the Greek author 
made perfect sense as she’d mentioned studying Classics several times in her speech. 
You should also only choose those characters who are relevant to your message. You 
don’t need to use too many quotations though, one or two per speech are enough. 

Lastly, you may opt for visual aids. The most widely-used type of visual aids is slides. 
It could also be diagrams and charts, handouts, photographs or physical objects that 
illustrate your message. Only show the type of aids that embody your points better 
than you could in words. Avoid cluttered visuals unless you want your audience to 
stop listening to you and only look at the screen or the prop. If you wish to learn 
more about how to use visual aids effectively and avoid common pitfalls, we suggest 
you to read Chapter 10 in Chris Anderson’s book TED Talks: The Official TED Guide to 
Public Speaking.
 
When hesitating upon which supporting elements you should choose, strive for those 
that answer either the why or the how question. Why is something true? Present 
reasons, causes or give observations. How can we implement this? Provide steps 
and methods. But choosing these elements is only the first step. To convince the 
audience, you’ll need to put them together in a coherent manner. Debating offers a 
good technique for doing this. 

In debating, the term steps of logic describes the organisation of an argument (or, 
in your case, of an idea represented in each paragraph). The reasoning behind it is 
as follows: each section should consist of as many supporting elements as necessary 
to explain your idea in full depth. So, when you write down a sentence, ask yourself 
why. The next sentence should answer this why. Then you ask and answer again, and 
repeat. You stop when there are no more whys left to answer. If you’re presenting a 
solution, you can replace the chain of whys with a chain of hows. For further reading on 
how to develop your reasoning effectively, check out Chapter 2 of Jeremy Donovan’s 
book How to deliver a TED talk. 
 
Go back to your outline now and note the supporting material you’ll be using for 
your speech. Think carefully how you’ll explain them in a logical manner. 
 
The only structural speech item we haven’t discussed yet is the conclusion, which is 
the topic of the next section.
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FINISH STRONG
Close like you mean it.

The concluding statements are a restating of the whole point of your speech and 
your last chance to make that message stick. To do so with power, summarise your 
main points and then go beyond - incite the audience to act, inspire them to reflect, 
or give that final punchline.

First, signal that you’re concluding as discussed in section three of this chapter. After 
the transition, remind the audience what you’ve just told them in different words. 
You could stop right here and leave the stage. But we’d like to push you a bit further.

For greater impact, build on your ideas at the end. If you’re talking about a new 
concept or solution, clearly state your call-to-action. Then, paint an image of a 
better world in which your idea is implemented, and invite your audience to imagine 
it with you. At the very end, add a challenge, a question, or a quotation that triggers 
reflection.

One of the following sentences could help 
you introduce such closing thoughts:
Imagine what happens when...
I’ll just wind up by saying…
If there’s a takeaway to this speech…
I have one last thought…
A quotation to end with...
 
When you enter the concluding statements of your speech, change your language. 
Replace I with we, you, us and our, showing that the scope of what you’re sharing 
isn’t limited to you but affects everyone. Mohammed Qahtani ended with: Ladies and 
gentlemen, let that be our goal. Always end on a positive note as Mohammed did!
 
Let’s now look at a full example. In her conclusion, JK Rowling first shifted the focus 
from her to everyone in the audience: But how much more are you, Harvard graduates of 
2008, likely to touch other people’s lives? After answering this question, she concluded 
with I am nearly finished. I have one last hope for you. Finally, she quoted Seneca and 
ended with I wish you all very good lives. So much more touching and hopeful than a 
plain summary, isn’t it?

One last thought on your ending. If you can, give a conclusion that alludes or circles 
back to your opening. This way, you’ll add a symphony-like effect to your speech 
which will embed your message further. Mohammed Qahtani pulled out the cigarette 
again and crushed it in his hand, thus reconnecting to his opening in a powerful and 
visual way. 
 
You can now fill in the last empty item remaining in your speech outline. When 
you’re done, let’s move from the structural view of your speech to your language 
and style.
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ENHANCE YOUR LANGUAGE
It’s not only what you say, but also the way you say it.

The Negro is still badly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 
discrimination. <…> The Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean 
of material prosperity. This quotation is from Martin Luther King Jr’s I have a dream 
speech, one of the most famous speeches of all time. Notice the metaphors of chains 
and a lonely island he used? He could’ve simply said that black people still endure 
discrimination and poverty. But the metaphors help you truly grasp the horror of it.
 
When mastered, language can add immense power to your message, just like in 
the example above. In this section, we present some suggestions on how you can 
enhance yours. 
 
First and foremost, use language correctly. Correct language means following 
grammar and syntax rules and pronouncing all words properly. If you’re not 
speaking in your mother tongue, ask a native speaker to review your pronunciation. 
It may sound unimportant, but it will help you earn your audience’s respect - they’ll 
perceive you as someone who’s educated, prepared and focused on detail.
 
Another key attribute of effective language is brevity. We chose President Abraham 
Lincoln’s Gettysburg address as a perfect example of this. It’s a very short (two-
minute only!) address that went down in history as one of the most powerful 
speeches ever pronounced. The key to its success? Concise language. Most of his 
words consisted of one or two syllables only and the average number of words per 
sentence didn’t exceed 20. President Barack Obama, one of the great orators of this 
century, is also known for his succinct language.

You won’t be able to construct your entire speech 
with only one-syllable words and 20-word 
sentences, and this shouldn’t be your goal. A 
few longer ones will add variety to your script 
and help maintain your audience’s interest. 
Nevertheless, to keep your language as brief as 
possible, try this exercise. When you review your 
draft, ask yourself this question: can I make my 
point in fewer words? If the answer is yes, shorten 
that sentence. Never say more than you have to 
and your message will be clear and sharp.

STEP 2: DEVELOP

Reading through the President Lincoln’s speech you must’ve noticed that brevity 
doesn’t mean your words should be plain and boring. You should speak in such a way 
that listeners form a mental image of what you’re saying. Achieve this with colourful 
and expressive language: specific words that solicit the senses of sight, touch, sound, 
smell, and taste. Some examples of expressive language from JK Rowling’s speech: 
ennobling experience, unruffled privilege, epic scale, trembled uncontrollably, a scream of 
pain and horror. 

You can also achieve expressiveness by substituting adjectives and adverbs with 
stronger nouns and verbs. For instance: endure, consecrate, hallow, struggle, and 
adversity, temerity, vicissitudes, outspokenness. Also use synonyms. Strive not to repeat 
the same word twice in one paragraph. Moreover, employ active voice as much as 
you can. Avoid is, are, was, were, be, being, been. Rather than saying Mohammed was 
approached by his friend Nasser, say, Nasser approached Mohammed. Shorter, clearer, 
and livelier. When you edit the first drafts of your speech, look for vague words and 
sentence structures and replace them with stronger ones. 
 
Even when your language is clear and colourful, you can still create more impact by 
using rhetorical wordplays and humour. 
 
Rhetorical devices. This may sound complex, but you’ve certainly used some of them 
in the past without even realising it. Their simplest form is asking your audience 
questions. Do you know that the leading cause of lung cancer is not actually a cigarette, it’s 
your DNA? Simile - an explicit comparison, often employing like or as - is another 
one. An example from Martin Luther King Jr’s speech: We will not be satisfied until 
justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream. A metaphor is a 
comparison made by equating one thing with another, showing that two unlike items 
have something in common. Mohammed Qahtani equalled discouraging words we 
speak to snake venom: Your mouth can spit venom, or it can mend a broken soul. 
 
You may have noticed more rhetorical techniques in the speech examples we use. For 
an extensive list, you may refer to the glossary in Sam Leith’s book You talkin’ to me?: 
Rhetoric from Aristotle to Obama.  
 
Humour is another great way to enhance your language. Who doesn’t love a good 
laugh? Humour helps you connect to your audience and provides them with a moment
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of relaxation. You can always add humour to your speeches, regardless of the subject 
matter or its seriousness. Be authentic and specific with your humour - refer to 
concrete situations or people and avoid generalisations. Although a clearly over-
generalising statement can be very amusing! 

Don’t be afraid to make fun of yourself, like JK Rowling did in her opening. If something 
goes wrong while you’re speaking - a problem with your microphone or clicker, for 
example - laugh about it to avoid unease. Also use humour as an element of surprise; 
Mohammed Qahtani did so in his introduction by suggesting that smoking won’t kill 
you. Finally, you’ll be surprised how powerful inserting humour, such as an absurd 
hyperbole, can be in the middle of a deep, serious thought. JK Rowling mentioned 
Death Eaters when sharing touching insights about strong friendships and it worked 
wonderfully.

One last thought: after you say something that gets people laughing, don’t resume 
speaking right away. Remember to pause long enough for them to finish laughing 
(and perhaps even applauding!). Mohammed Qahtani waited for a while after saying 
I use these arguments, even though I just made them up <…> Such a long pause may seem 
uncomfortable to you, but if you continue speaking, you’ll interrupt their pleasure, 
and no one will hear nor listen to you! 

We realise that the information covered in this section is a lot to absorb in one 
sitting. Read it again and go through your speech draft at the same time. Replace 
long and complex words with simple but strong and descriptive ones. Add rhetorical 
techniques and humour where you can.
 
We’ll cover one last topic before you’re ready to rehearse. How do you appeal to your 
audience’s emotions?

STEP 2: DEVELOP

CONVEY EMOTIONS, INCLUDE STORIES
People won’t always remember what you said;
 but they’ll remember how you made them feel. 

When you speak, you invite others into your world. You strive to transmit a message 
through your experiences, even if the audience has never been through anything 
similar. To help you do that, you have two powerful tools at your disposal: emotions 
and storytelling. 

You also often invite listeners into your world through storytelling. As we suggested 
in previous sections, stories make great supporting material. But which stories should 
you tell? Often, you’ll be more successful with hopeful stories than with negative 
ones, unless you’re sharing lessons learnt. It’s also best when they are drawn from 
your personal experience. 
 
There are many ways to structure a compelling story. We’ll share one renown 
framework, called the Pixar pitch. The Pixar story consists of three parts and each of 
them have a clear beginning and end. Let’s look at how that unfolds.
 
Establish the context in Part I. Set up the place, time, location, atmosphere and, most 
importantly, your characters. Be as specific as possible. Then, introduce an event 
or a challenge that shakes the main character’s world. In Part II, explain how the 
main character works through the complications this new challenge brings to them. 
Provide the resolution in Part III. Make your ending very clear, whether it’s positive 
or negative. 

Emotions move us, make us feel compassion and 
understand the world beyond our own. Hence, do 
everything you can to bring your audience through 
a full range of emotions to reinforce your message. 
You could convey anger, disgust, fear, happiness, 
love, and sadness. You might only use a few of these 
emotions or you might include additional ones. They 
key is to play with the contrasts - from love to hate, 
from happiness to sadness, from anger to peace of 
mind. When JK Rowling shares her encounter with 
a young African man at Amnesty International, she 
effectively contrasts his suffering and poor mental 
state with a positive message of future happiness.
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Mohammed Qahtani’s story about his son is a simplified example of this structure: 
his 4-year old has a habit of writing on the walls with crayons; Mohammed, the main 
character, tries different ways to make him stop, and finally succeeds by calling him 
a big boy.

In addition to the structure, there’s one golden rule in storytelling: show, don’t tell. 
Recreate the event in such a way that your listeners relive every second of it with 
you. This encompasses what is seen, including your posture and gestures; what 
is heard - the tone of voice, and what is implied - character traits and desires. 
Mohammed described his son’s character, and used gestures, facial expressions and 
tonal inflections to reinforce the story.

Though powerful, emotions and stories aren’t always easy to integrate into a speech. 
But if you invest time and effort in it, you’ll considerably increase the chances of 
your message being understood as you intended it.

STEP 2: DEVELOP

FINAL THOUGHTS ON DEVELOPMENT

We’ve now covered the main techniques you should master to prepare speech content 
that is persuasive and logical. Start by breaking your presentation into smaller 
pieces, or building blocks that hold your core message together. Then, consider each 
of the three parts - introduction, body and conclusion - carefully. Make sure your 
opening and closing are catchy and that your main points are properly developed. 
When you’re done with the structural and supporting material, see if you can add 
powerful language, humour and emotions.
 
Public speaking specialists often say that content is king (or queen!). We agree with 
them. Your speech can only have impact if its content is meticulously crafted. Thus, 
build it with care. When you’re done with the first draft, let it sit for a few days, 
and then go back to it for review. Repeat this several times to create enough space 
to think and rewrite with a new perspective. Reading the text aloud, or reciting it if 
you’re not writing a full transcript, in between drafts can also help you realise if all 
the parts make sense.
 
In the next chapter, we’ll discuss the nuances of your verbal and nonverbal delivery. 
Good delivery strengthens your ideas, but your content should remain your core 
focus. If your speech is well prepared, the delivery technique will subtly disappear in 
the message.
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STEP 3: DELIVER

Before you started preparing your content, you had to decide if you were going to 
write down your complete speech or not. Before you start practicing, you face another 
question: should you memorise the whole thing word by word? 
 
If you’re particularly nervous about your presentation, and if the stakes are very 
high, learn it by heart. You’ll then be able to recite it from memory even if your 
stress levels are through the roof on the day. In this case, your challenge will be to 
not sound too rehearsed. If you’re comfortable improvising the right words as you 
speak, you don’t need to know your script by heart. Your presentation will then 
certainly have a freshness aspect to it. 
 
However, don’t overestimate yourself. Even if you know your topic perfectly well, 
you may be surprisingly anxious once on stage and forget your script. This happens 
even to the best speakers in the world. Thus, we strongly suggest that you memorise 
at least your opening, conclusion and transitions nearly word by word and know 
your structure extremely well. That way, even if your brain freezes, knowing the 
building blocks of your speech will guide you through it.
 
When you start memorising, you’ll naturally begin 
rehearsing. Rehearsing your speech means practicing 
its delivery out loud. When you practice, you become 
comfortable pronouncing your ideas orally as they may 
sound different in your head at first. In addition to the 
verbal skills, you also practice the nonverbal delivery. 

In this chapter, we’ll look at how you can employ your 
body movements, tone of voice and pace to make the 
most of your delivery. Contrary to Chapter 2, you don’t 
need to read the sections here in order as both your 
verbal and nonverbal delivery happens at the same 
time. If you can, watch Mohammed Qahtani’s speech 
before you continue reading. We’ll be using this speech 
to illustrate our points.

STEP 3: DELIVER

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS AND
EYE CONTACT

When you start a conversation with a friend, you first look them in the eye. Do the 
same when you present. As soon as you get on stage, look directly to your audience. 
Take a few seconds to establish contact before you start speaking. 
 
Why is eye contact important? You bond with your listeners when you look them 
in the eye. If you don’t, you’ll be perceived as lacking confidence or preparation. 
Think of that conversation with a friend. How would you feel if they looked away the 
whole time whilst speaking to you? Uncomfortable, right? Your audience will react 
the same way. Mohammed Qahtani looked at his audience in silence for nearly five 
seconds before he pulled the visual out for his opening.
 
If you have a big audience, is it possible to look everyone in the eye? No, but try 
this technique to build connections. As you go through your speech, work your way 
across the room making eye contact with several different people in the audience. 
You’ll connect with those people, but you’ll also give everyone else a chance to look 
you in the face and bond. Maintain the eye contact for a few seconds, until you 
finish a thought. Don’t make it too short, or you’ll seem nervous. Don’t make it too 
long either, or you’ll start making people uncomfortable. Try to find a comfortable 
balance.
 
When the eye contact is established, practice making facial expressions. They should 
reflect the emotions you’re sharing. Your look, eye movement, eyebrows and mouth 
can show sadness, fear, happiness, anger, frustration, nervousness, excitement, 
boredom, seriousness, surprise, confidence or uncertainty. The list is long!
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Mohammed Qahtani showed surprise in his face - with his eyes widely open - when 
the audience reacted to him pulling out a cigarette on stage with shock. He looked 
serious while suggesting that smoking won’t give you cancer and switched to playful 
after saying <…> even though I just made them up. Mohammed continued to explore 
his facial expressions during the remainder of his speech, too: he imitated his son’s 
devious look while he was drawing on the wall, he showed the infinite boredom in 
the climate scientist’s face and then the sadness that filled his friend Nasser.

Every time you rehearse, practice eye contact (look around even if there’s no audience 
at home) and add facial expressions. Repeat until you’re completely comfortable. 

STEP 3: DELIVER

POSTURE AND MOVEMENT
Your body speaks.

When you speak, you communicate with your entire body. Your posture, gestures 
and the way you move on stage all convey a message.
 
Your speech doesn’t start when you pronounce the first words; it starts as soon as 
you stand up to take your position as a speaker. The moment you start walking, you 
become the centre of attention. As of that point, be conscious of your body language. 
Walk with confidence, smile, and don’t look at the floor! 
 
The minute you’re on stage (or in front of your listeners, if there’s no real stage in the 
room), get in the right posture. Stand straight, knees slightly flexed, head straight 
and shoulders back. Breathe deeply from your abdomen or lower chest. Now, stop 
reading, stand up and test this posture. Do you feel stable and confident? Practice it 
in your daily life, too. 
 
When your words start flowing, body gestures will most likely naturally follow. Be 
mindful of your gestures though. Think of them as an emphasising factor to the 
points you’re making. Go for quick, strong and full gestures if possible. Mohammed 
Qahtani pointed to the floor and then to the ceiling with his arm wide open to show 
the contrast in the sentence: You have the power to bring someone from the slums of life 
and make a successful person out of them, or destroy someone’s happiness using only your 
words. Did you also notice how he always made his hand gestures above his elbow 
and away from his body? 

If your gesture reinforces specific words, make the movement slightly before the 
verbal point it highlights. Mohammed Qahtani showed numbers five and two with his 
fingers to accompany this sentence: five of them believed what I said, two of them started 
smoking. Finally, use open palms; it shows openness of character and connects you 
to the audience. This may be particularly powerful during your closing statements 
if you invite them to act. Mohammed opened his arms and palms at the very end to 
express unity: Isn’t that what we all wanted, isn’t that why we’re all in this hall?
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You may also move around the stage during your speech. We’ve already suggested 
you could walk to a different place on stage during your transitions. That’s what 
Mohammed Qahtani did in between stories or before asking a transitional question. 
You may also naturally want to use the stage space outside of transitions, and it’s 
great if you feel at ease doing so. But remember to move with purpose. Don’t move 
or walk around for no specific reason. That will quickly become distracting. 
 
Body movements add energy to your speech. But you shouldn’t be moving all the 
time. As always, variation is key. Your movements will only have the effect you 
want in contrast to the moments during which you stand still. Many speakers feel 
uncomfortable during those still moments. To make yourself at ease, take the posture 
we described at the beginning and allow your hands to naturally fall to the sides. 
Also avoid fidgeting, swaying from side to side, or bouncing up and down on your 
toes. Observe any other distracting habits you may be exhibiting on stage – such as 
holding your hands together in front of your chest – and work on eliminating them.

We realise that speaking with your body may feel awkward at first. If that’s the case 
for you, don’t panic. You don’t have to move if you’re too self-conscious. Start by 
taking the right posture and introduce small gestures that feel natural to you. Amplify 
them as you become more experienced. The discomfort will slowly disappear with 
practice.

STEP 3: DELIVER

YOUR VOICE
Make your words alive.

Through verbal delivery, you can emphasise key parts of your content and attract 
listeners’ attention. Let’s look at a few tips on how to do that.
 
When you invite the audience into your world, your voice must be pleasant to listen to 
for them to embark on the journey. Speak calmly, naturally and in a friendly manner, 
but with power and loudly enough to be easily heard by everyone. Always project 
your voice to fill the room, regardless of its size. Some people in the audience may 
have trouble hearing and there’s always ambient noise which you need to be louder 
than. If you’re a quiet speaker and struggle to project your voice, these exercises on 
the Udemy blog may be helpful. 
 
But that’s not all you can do verbally. Remember how we said you should bring your 
audience through a full range of emotions? You can do that not only with expressive 
language but also with changes in the tone and volume of your voice. 
 
Speak in a different manner to show that you’re asking a question, being sarcastic, 
sharing excitement or anger. Can you spot the difference between the tone of voice in 
Oh, so you all think smoking kills? and Let me tell you something! in Mohammed Qahtani’s 
opening? Further in the speech, he addressed his son - Hey, hey, hey! Are you stupid? 
- in an angry tone of voice to show him he’d misbehaved. He changed his tone to 
friendly and calm when he altered his approach: Sweetie, come here. Don’t do that, 
you’re a big boy now. In addition to the tone of your voice, emphasise key words, as 
Mohammed highlighted the word single here: ‘I’m busy’, was the single sentence that 
broke the camel’s back.

Also vary your volume to captivate listeners. When you speak loudly, you express anger 
or excitement. When you switch to a quieter voice, your audience must concentrate a 
bit more to hear you, and it demonstrates that you’re making a delicate point. When 
Mohammed Qahtani addressed his son with anger, he nearly shouted. In contrast, 
in the middle of the story about his friend Nasser, he almost whispered: <…> and he 
started drinking, doing drugs, hanging out with the wrong crowd.
 
When you rehearse, practice vocal variety. We strongly suggest you do it several times 
or more as it may take a while for you to get comfortable with verbal inflections.
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Pausing also has another unexpected yet powerful benefit: it helps you eliminate 
filler words. We often use words such as um, ah, like, you know, actually, so, like, sort 
of, kind of, even though they don’t add any value to a speech. Most of us use filler 
words to complete the silences or while we’re thinking. A pause is your antidote to 
that. When you stop for a few seconds at the end of a sentence, you get the chance 
to breathe and gather your next thoughts. That way, you don’t utter an awkward um 
while thinking. It gives you an aura of self-control!

If you pause enough, your speaking pace will naturally fit within the appropriate 
range. But pausing may be the hardest delivery technique to master. Practice it. 
Remember, you are in control of the speed of your speech, so explore the power of 
pausing and variations of pace.
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PACE AND PAUSES 
Breathe! This is not a race.

When you speak, take time to inhale and exhale. This may sound ridiculous, but 
you’d be surprised how many people rush through a speech in a racing speed and 
forget to properly breathe. Appropriate breathing will help set your speaking pace. 
If you speak at a correct pace, your listeners will follow you easily and you’ll also be 
much more likely to enunciate your words properly.
 
The most effective speaking rate is 125-160 words per minute. When you give a 
speech, you often have a time limit. Count the number of words in your speech to 
ensure you can speak in a correct pace and still fit within the time frame. If a time 
limit isn’t given to you, remember that short speeches are more effective than long 
ones (think of President Lincoln’s very short Gettysburg address!). It’s extremely 
difficult to keep the audience interested for longer than 10 minutes.
 
Match your speed with your emotions. A fast speaking pace can convey excitement, 
urgency or danger, whereas a slow pace can illustrate seriousness, perhaps even 
tension or fear. Mohammed Qahtani spoke in a quick, incomprehensible pace when 
he imitated the climate scientist to point out how hard it is to listen to him. He 
slowed down, however, when he shared an emotional story about his friend Nasser 
and pronounced this sentence: ‘I’m busy’, was the single sentence that broke the Camel’s 
back. Just like the tone and volume of your voice, vary the speed all along.  
 
We’ve already suggested that speaking in a lower voice will draw your audience’s 
attention to you. Pauses will have a similar effect. Pausing is one of the most powerful 
oratorical techniques that’s frequently overlooked.
 
We’ve already discussed that you should pause after you get your audience laughing 
or to signal that you’re moving from one part of your speech to another. There are 
other moments in your speech when you should break for a little longer than you 
naturally would after a comma or a full stop. A pause highlights the importance 
and adds a dramatic effect to what you’ve just said or what you’re about to say. 
Mohammed Qahtani remained silent for a long few seconds following the heart-
breaking Hey, listen son, I’ll have to call you back, I’m busy. A pause also leaves time for 
listeners to absorb a new or complicated idea you’ve just exposed to them. Listen 
carefully to slightly extended silences after each sentence of Mohammed’s concluding 
paragraph. 

STEP 3: DELIVER



STEP 3: DELIVER

FINAL THOUGHTS ON DELIVERY

You’ve just learnt how verbal and nonverbal delivery can add power to your speech. 
Through careful eye contact, you’ll bond with the audience and come across as 
confident. You’ll express emotions more persuasively with facial expressions, body 
movements and vocal variety. Finally, you’ll captivate the audience with a varied 
speaking pace and mastered pauses.  

Go back to your speech draft now and highlight the areas in which you could add 
vocal variety and body movements. Refer to these notes when practicing. 
 
Videotape your rehearsals. When you watch the recordings, first listen to your voice 
carefully. Does it sound natural or tense? Monotonous or dynamic? Check that 
there’s a variety of different pace and volume. Add more vocal inflections with each 
rehearsal. Then, watch the video without sound. Do your body gestures look natural 
or distracting? Do you move around enough? Are there sections where you didn’t 
add anything - not even a gesture or just a smile? See if you can rework them. 
 
However, don’t do anything that doesn’t feel natural to you. Your body language and 
voice on stage should be in harmony with both your content and personality. Simply 
be aware of what you’re doing. You’ll notice that with experience, you’ll naturally 
add more and more verbal and nonverbal power to your speeches. 
 
Now… Practice, practice, practice! As many times as you can. To yourself, to figure 
out the best words for your message. To other people, to collect feedback and improve 
your delivery each time. If you can, also plan a rehearsal at the venue where you’ll 
deliver your speech. Getting familiar with the stage will help to relieve stress. We 
also strongly suggest testing any equipment you’ll be using there - microphones, 
teleprompters, or a clicker for your slides. You want to avoid any surprises!

When you’ve rehearsed enough, strive to speak 
without your notes. Avoid at all costs printing 
out your entire script to bring on stage with you. 
There’s nothing more distracting than a speaker 
who forgets a line and starts nervously turning 
pages to look for it. If you’re terrified that you 
may forget your text, bring note cards with you.

Write down the outline of your speech, with a couple of words per item, on these 
small sheets of paper. You’ll be surprised to find out that, often, you won’t even look 
at the cards, as simply having them in your hand will give you the confidence you’re 
looking for. 

If you practice enough, your message will be clearer, and the audience will respect 
you for all the preparation work. And then making that speech will be a delightful 
experience.

39

https://www.facebook.com/ThinkVisually.lt/


GO BEYOND
Speak the rainbow!

We’ve now covered the essential elements of a powerful speech. How do they all 
come together to create a beautiful rainbow? Our Toastmaster friend David Martin 
has created the brilliant Speak the Rainbow  concept. Curious to know more? Keep 
reading! We’ll now give the floor to David.
 
Congratulations! You’ve chosen a subject, prepared your speech and started 
rehearsing. When you rehearse, you visualise yourself giving that speech. One 
way to visualise your speech is to imagine you are creating a rainbow connection 
with your audience. The rainbow you create will have seven colours: red emotions, 
orange energy, yellow joy, green hope, blue vision, indigo depth, and purple soul. 
These seven colours each play a unique and important role in a successful speech. 
Understanding them will help you balance and perfect the experience you create for 
your audience. Let’s look at them one by one.

Red emotions are evoked by telling stories in the past which reveal fears, loves, 
passions, hates and secrets. Your audience is attuned to listening to red emotions and 
even the slightest mention of them will grab attention. Red emotions are powerful 
and should not dominate the other colours of the rainbow.
 
Orange energy is created in the present with body language, stage movements, hand 
gestures, and vocal variety. The pace of your words from slow to fast reveals energy 
as does your stage presence.
 
Yellow joy comes from a smile, laughter, jokes, funny images, fun words or a simple 
exclamation of joy such as Yes!. A sunny personality can be enough to share yellow 
joy with your audience. Yellow joy can lighten the mood of a serious speech and give 
your audience a means to evacuate stress, anxiety.

Green hope is the reward audiences expect at the end of stories and the direct 
complement to red emotion. Green is created by teaching the message, lesson, moral
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of the story that informs audiences what to do in the future to survive and prosper. 
The use of will is a signal for green as are we, you and let’s. President Barak Obama’s 
slogan Yes, we can is green. 

Blue vision is the result of everything that makes up the speaker’s personality and 
world view. Blue is everything that begins with I and flows through the eye of the 
speaker. Martin Luther King Jr.’s statement I have a dream is blue, especially when 
combined with his unique diction, style, voice, and manner of speaking. Your accent 
and background is blue and as long as your audience can understand you, this colour 
should not be suppressed as the audience wants to hear the unique vision that comes 
from the real you. 

Indigo depth is both the hook and the anchor to your speech. This is where you 
develop the ideas and deep content you wish to share with your audience. It can come 
in the form of statistics, sophisticated concepts, charts, graphs, complex ideas, and 
rhetorical devices. Audiences expect something deep from a story or presentation 
but remember they can be quickly overwhelmed by too much data or too many ideas. 
Indigo is also created when you announce the structure of your speech. An outline is 
indigo.
 
Purple soul is created when the audience sees your vulnerability and knows you’re 
willing to be present in the moment and let things unfold. Audiences want to have the 
best of both worlds: a tightly prepared speech but also a unique experience like one 
of those You had to be there moments. Purple can be created by pauses and prolonged 
silences (President Obama is a master of this – he allows people to shout out to 
him), or by following your imagination, intuition to use a word or phrase. Martin 
Luther King Jr. let his soul speak on Capitol Hill when he stopped reading his script 
and began improvising to create the most memorable part of his speech - the I have 
a dream paragraph.  

Look again at the speech you’ve prepared and check for these seven colours. Will 
you create only a speech for your audience or a unique and colourful experience 
which will light up their minds like a rainbow? Have fun as you try to visualise your 
message as a rainbow which connects you to your listeners. When you play with and 
balance these colours, your speeches will become sharper, more vibrant and truly 
memorable.
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BEFORE YOU GO

The purpose of this guide is to provide you with a set of core presentation skills that 
you can use for any speaking occasion. However, you won’t need to apply the different 
suggestions from the guide all at once. Depending on the purpose of your speech, 
select and use only the relevant elements. A presentation at school may require a 
problem-solution structure and data-driven supporting material, whereas a speech 
at a World Speech Day event will call for storytelling and a variety of emotions. 
 
Even though we explore a wide range of presentation tips here, we fall short of one 
thing. We cannot tailor the suggestions to your personality. It’s up to you to compose 
content and use body language the way that best suits you. Don’t try to make the 
presentation perfect; it will never be perfect and that’s your strength. Be yourself, 
show vulnerability and authenticity, and your connection with the audience will only 
be stronger. 
 
An amazing example of this is Alix Generous’ talk at TED Women 2015. Alix 
couldn’t use some of the techniques we discussed, such as vocal inflections and 
body movement, because she has Asperger’s, a form of autistic spectrum disorder. 
Nonetheless, she did what she does best - shared big ideas and made great jokes - 
and the audience loved it.

We’d like to leave you with this thought. The obvious purpose of learning presentation 
skills is to improve your speaking performances. But you’ll soon notice that the 
benefits of becoming a better communicator go far beyond speechmaking. Once 
mastered, these skills become part of you. You employ them every time you speak 
up, in a formal or informal setting. 

When you know how to formulate a clear message and structure it in a logical manner, 
people around you understand you much better. Your correct and concise language – 
with a pinch of humour, vocal modulations and a metaphor here and there – helps 
you come across as intelligent and makes conversations with you enjoyable and 
memorable. And once you finally master your gestures and movement, you become 
much more comfortable with your body in any situation.

This is how speechmaking positively impacts your personal and professional lives. 
Hence, by speaking better, you begin your better story. 
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 YOUR SPEECH CHEAT-SHEET

The list below summarises the different suggestions made in this guide. You may 
use it to ensure you’re sufficiently prepared to deliver your speech.

Definitions:

    Identify what makes you uncomfortable when it comes to speaking in public. Use 
every speaking occasion you get to work on those speech aspects that you’re anxious 
about.
    Collect information about your audience. Use this knowledge later to adapt your 
speech material to them.
    Define your core message in one sentence: what’s the single idea you want your 
listeners to go home with?

Development:

    Decide if you’re going to write out your full speech.
    Select the structure that will carry your core message. 
    Think of the 2-3 key points needed to explain your core message in full depth. 
    Prepare transitions that will link the different parts of your speech.
     Craft an introduction which will both hook your audience and present your speech 
plan to them.
      Spend a significant amount of time developing your key points in a logical manner.
    Aim for short words, sentences and paragraphs. 
    Use descriptive language and active voice.
    Add rhetorical wordplays where you can.
    Incorporate humour into your speech.
    If appropriate, express emotions through your words. Tell a story.
    Build a conclusion that will both summarise your key points and inspire the 
audience to reflect or act.
     Let your first draft sit for a few days. Then go back to it for review. Repeat this 
several times. 
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 Delivery:

  Decide if you’re going to memorise your speech by heart.
  Practice delivering your speech out loud. Modify the content that doesn’t sound 
logical once spoken.
  Note the areas where you can add facial expressions, body movement and vocal 
variety.
  Note where you’ll pause.
  Practice the two items above. 
  Videotape your rehearsals.
  Listen to the recordings to check that there’s vocal variety and that you’re 
speaking in a correct pace.
  Watch the video – ideally without sound - to analyse your facial expressions and 
body movement.

  Practice, practice, practice! Collect feedback. Modify your speech accordingly. 
Then practice again until you’re completely comfortable with what you want to say.
  If you can, rehearse and the venue with any specific equipment you’ll be using.

On stage:

  Don’t print out your entire speech. If necessary, bring small note cards with you. 
  Dress comfortably.
  Remind yourself that you can do this!
  Walk to the stage with confidence.
  Smile, as often as you can. 
  Be yourself and enjoy!
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SPEECH TRANSCRIPTS

The Fringe Benefits of Failure, and the Importance of Imagination by JK Rowling. 
Harvard Commencement Address, June 2008.

President Faust, members of the Harvard Corporation and the Board of Overseers, 
members of the faculty, proud parents, and, above all, graduates.

The first thing I would like to say is ‘thank you.’ Not only has Harvard given me 
an extraordinary honour, but the weeks of fear and nausea I have endured at the 
thought of giving this commencement address have made me lose weight. A win-
win situation! Now all I have to do is take deep breaths, squint at the red banners and 
convince myself that I am at the world’s largest Gryffindor reunion.

Delivering a commencement address is a great responsibility; or so I thought until 
I cast my mind back to my own graduation. The commencement speaker that day 
was the distinguished British philosopher Baroness Mary Warnock. Reflecting on her 
speech has helped me enormously in writing this one, because it turns out that I can’t 
remember a single word she said. This liberating discovery enables me to proceed 
without any fear that I might inadvertently influence you to abandon promising 
careers in business, the law or politics for the giddy delights of becoming a gay 
wizard.

You see? If all you remember in years to come is the ‘gay wizard’ joke, I’ve come 
out ahead of Baroness Mary Warnock. Achievable goals: the first step to self-
improvement.

Actually, I have wracked my mind and heart for what I ought to say to you today. I have 
asked myself what I wish I had known at my own graduation, and what important 
lessons I have learned in the 21 years that have expired between that day and this.

I have come up with two answers. On this wonderful day when we are gathered 
together to celebrate your academic success, I have decided to talk to you about the 
benefits of failure. And as you stand on the threshold of what is sometimes called 
‘real life’, I want to extol the crucial importance of imagination.

These may seem quixotic or paradoxical choices, but please bear with me.
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Looking back at the 21-year-old that I was at graduation, is a slightly uncomfortable 
experience for the 42-year-old that she has become. Half my lifetime ago, I was 
striking an uneasy balance between the ambition I had for myself, and what those 
closest to me expected of me.

I was convinced that the only thing I wanted to do, ever, was to write novels. However, 
my parents, both of whom came from impoverished backgrounds and neither of 
whom had been to college, took the view that my overactive imagination was an 
amusing personal quirk that would never pay a mortgage, or secure a pension. I 
know that the irony strikes with the force of a cartoon anvil, now.

So, they hoped that I would take a vocational degree; I wanted to study English 
Literature. A compromise was reached that in retrospect satisfied nobody, and I went 
up to study Modern Languages. Hardly had my parents’ car rounded the corner at the 
end of the road than I ditched German and scuttled off down the Classics corridor.

I cannot remember telling my parents that I was studying Classics; they might well 
have found out for the first time on graduation day. Of all the subjects on this planet, 
I think they would have been hard put to name one less useful than Greek mythology 
when it came to securing the keys to an executive bathroom.

I would like to make it clear, in parenthesis, that I do not blame my parents for their 
point of view. There is an expiry date on blaming your parents for steering you in the 
wrong direction; the moment you are old enough to take the wheel, responsibility lies 
with you. What is more, I cannot criticise my parents for hoping that I would never 
experience poverty. They had been poor themselves, and I have since been poor, and 
I quite agree with them that it is not an ennobling experience. Poverty entails fear, 
and stress, and sometimes depression; it means a thousand petty humiliations and 
hardships. Climbing out of poverty by your own efforts, that is indeed something on 
which to pride yourself, but poverty itself is romanticised only by fools.

What I feared most for myself at your age was not poverty, but failure.

At your age, in spite of a distinct lack of motivation at university, where I had spent 
far too long in the coffee bar writing stories, and far too little time at lectures, I had 
a knack for passing examinations, and that, for years, had been the measure of 
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success in my life and that of my peers. 

I am not dull enough to suppose that because you are young, gifted and well-
educated, you have never known hardship or heartbreak. Talent and intelligence 
never yet inoculated anyone against the caprice of the Fates, and I do not for a 
moment suppose that everyone here has enjoyed an existence of unruffled privilege 
and contentment.

However, the fact that you are graduating from Harvard suggests that you are not 
very well-acquainted with failure. You might be driven by a fear of failure quite as 
much as a desire for success. Indeed, your conception of failure might not be too far 
from the average person’s idea of success, so high have you already flown.

Ultimately, we all have to decide for ourselves what constitutes failure, but the world 
is quite eager to give you a set of criteria if you let it. So I think it fair to say that by 
any conventional measure, a mere seven years after my graduation day, I had failed 
on an epic scale. An exceptionally short-lived marriage had imploded, and I was 
jobless, a lone parent, and as poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without 
being homeless. The fears that my parents had had for me, and that I had had for 
myself, had both come to pass, and by every usual standard, I was the biggest failure 
I knew.

Now, I am not going to stand here and tell you that failure is fun. That period of my 
life was a dark one, and I had no idea that there was going to be what the press has 
since represented as a kind of fairy tale resolution. I had no idea then how far the 
tunnel extended, and for a long time, any light at the end of it was a hope rather than 
a reality.

So why do I talk about the benefits of failure? Simply because failure meant a stripping 
away of the inessential. I stopped pretending to myself that I was anything other 
than what I was, and began to direct all my energy into finishing the only work that 
mattered to me. Had I really succeeded at anything else, I might never have found 
the determination to succeed in the one arena I believed I truly belonged. I was set 
free, because my greatest fear had been realised, and I was still alive, and I still had 
a daughter whom I adored, and I had an old typewriter and a big idea. And so rock 
bottom became the solid foundation on which I rebuilt my life.
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You might never fail on the scale I did, but some failure in life is inevitable. It is 
impossible to live without failing at something, unless you live so cautiously that 
you might as well not have lived at all – in which case, you fail by default. 

Failure gave me an inner security that I had never attained by passing examinations. 
Failure taught me things about myself that I could have learned no other way. I 
discovered that I had a strong will, and more discipline than I had suspected; I also 
found out that I had friends whose value was truly above the price of rubies. 

The knowledge that you have emerged wiser and stronger from setbacks means that 
you are, ever after, secure in your ability to survive. You will never truly know yourself, 
or the strength of your relationships, until both have been tested by adversity. Such 
knowledge is a true gift, for all that it is painfully won, and it has been worth more 
than any qualification I ever earned.

So given a Time Turner, I would tell my 21-year-old self that personal happiness 
lies in knowing that life is not a check-list of acquisition or achievement. Your 
qualifications, your CV, are not your life, though you will meet many people of my 
age and older who confuse the two. Life is difficult, and complicated, and beyond 
anyone’s total control, and the humility to know that will enable you to survive its 
vicissitudes.

Now you might think that I chose my second theme, the importance of imagination, 
because of the part it played in rebuilding my life, but that is not wholly so. Though 
I personally will defend the value of bedtime stories to my last gasp, I have learned 
to value imagination in a much broader sense. Imagination is not only the uniquely 
human capacity to envision that which is not, and therefore the fount of all invention 
and innovation. In its arguably most transformative and revelatory capacity, it is the 
power that enables us to empathise with humans whose experiences we have never 
shared.

One of the greatest formative experiences of my life preceded Harry Potter, though 
it informed much of what I subsequently wrote in those books. This revelation came 
in the form of one of my earliest day jobs. Though I was sloping off to write stories 
during my lunch hours, I paid the rent in my early 20s by working at the African 
research department at Amnesty International’s headquarters in London.
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There in my little office I read hastily scribbled letters smuggled out of totalitarian 
regimes by men and women who were risking imprisonment to inform the outside 
world of what was happening to them. I saw photographs of those who had disappeared 
without trace, sent to Amnesty by their desperate families and friends. I read the 
testimony of torture victims and saw pictures of their injuries. I opened handwritten, 
eye-witness accounts of summary trials and executions, of kidnappings and rapes.

Many of my co-workers were ex-political prisoners, people who had been displaced 
from their homes, or fled into exile, because they had the temerity to speak against 
their governments. Visitors to our offices included those who had come to give 
information, or to try and find out what had happened to those they had left behind.

I shall never forget the African torture victim, a young man no older than I was at 
the time, who had become mentally ill after all he had endured in his homeland. He 
trembled uncontrollably as he spoke into a video camera about the brutality inflicted 
upon him. He was a foot taller than I was, and seemed as fragile as a child. I was 
given the job of escorting him back to the Underground Station afterwards, and this 
man whose life had been shattered by cruelty took my hand with exquisite courtesy, 
and wished me future happiness. 

And as long as I live I shall remember walking along an empty corridor and suddenly 
hearing, from behind a closed door, a scream of pain and horror such as I have never 
heard since. The door opened, and the researcher poked out her head and told me to 
run and make a hot drink for the young man sitting with her. She had just had to give 
him the news that in retaliation for his own outspokenness against his country’s 
regime, his mother had been seized and executed.

Every day of my working week in my early 20s I was reminded how incredibly 
fortunate I was, to live in a country with a democratically elected government, where 
legal representation and a public trial were the rights of everyone.

Every day, I saw more evidence about the evils humankind will inflict on their fellow 
humans, to gain or maintain power. I began to have nightmares, literal nightmares, 
about some of the things I saw, heard, and read.
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And yet I also learned more about human goodness at Amnesty International than I 
had ever known before.

Amnesty mobilises thousands of people who have never been tortured or imprisoned 
for their beliefs to act on behalf of those who have. The power of human empathy, 
leading to collective action, saves lives, and frees prisoners. Ordinary people, whose 
personal well-being and security are assured, join together in huge numbers to save 
people they do not know, and will never meet. My small participation in that process 
was one of the most humbling and inspiring experiences of my life. 

Unlike any other creature on this planet, humans can learn and understand, without 
having experienced. They can think themselves into other people’s places.

Of course, this is a power, like my brand of fictional magic, that is morally neutral. 
One might use such an ability to manipulate, or control, just as much as to understand 
or sympathise.

And many prefer not to exercise their imaginations at all. They choose to remain 
comfortably within the bounds of their own experience, never troubling to wonder 
how it would feel to have been born other than they are. They can refuse to hear 
screams or to peer inside cages; they can close their minds and hearts to any suffering 
that does not touch them personally; they can refuse to know.

I might be tempted to envy people who can live that way, except that I do not think 
they have any fewer nightmares than I do. Choosing to live in narrow spaces leads 
to a form of mental agoraphobia, and that brings its own terrors. I think the wilfully 
unimaginative see more monsters. They are often more afraid.

What is more, those who choose not to empathise enable real monsters. For without 
ever committing an act of outright evil ourselves, we collude with it, through our 
own apathy.

One of the many things I learned at the end of that Classics corridor down which I 
ventured at the age of 18, in search of something I could not then define, was this, 
written by the Greek author Plutarch: What we achieve inwardly will change outer 
reality.
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That is an astonishing statement and yet proven a thousand times every day of our 
lives. It expresses, in part, our inescapable connection with the outside world, the 
fact that we touch other people’s lives simply by existing.

But how much more are you, Harvard graduates of 2008, likely to touch other 
people’s lives? Your intelligence, your capacity for hard work, the education you 
have earned and received, give you unique status, and unique responsibilities. Even 
your nationality sets you apart. The great majority of you belong to the world’s only 
remaining superpower. The way you vote, the way you live, the way you protest, 
the pressure you bring to bear on your government, has an impact way beyond your 
borders. That is your privilege, and your burden.

If you choose to use your status and influence to raise your voice on behalf of those 
who have no voice; if you choose to identify not only with the powerful, but with the 
powerless; if you retain the ability to imagine yourself into the lives of those who do 
not have your advantages, then it will not only be your proud families who celebrate 
your existence, but thousands and millions of people whose reality you have helped 
change. We do not need magic to change the world, we carry all the power we need 
inside ourselves already: we have the power to imagine better. 

I am nearly finished. I have one last hope for you, which is something that I already 
had at 21. The friends with whom I sat on graduation day have been my friends for 
life. They are my children’s godparents, the people to whom I’ve been able to turn in 
times of trouble, people who have been kind enough not to sue me when I took their 
names for Death Eaters. At our graduation we were bound by enormous affection, by 
our shared experience of a time that could never come again, and, of course, by the 
knowledge that we held certain photographic evidence that would be exceptionally 
valuable if any of us ran for Prime Minister.

So today, I wish you nothing better than similar friendships. And tomorrow, I hope 
that even if you remember not a single word of mine, you remember those of Seneca, 
another of those old Romans I met when I fled down the Classics corridor, in retreat 
from career ladders, in search of ancient wisdom:
As is a tale, so is life: not how long it is, but how good it is, is what matters.
I wish you all very good lives.
Thank-you very much.
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The Gettysburg Address by President Abraham Lincoln, November 1863.

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth upon this continent a new 
nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created 
equal. 

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation 
so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of 
that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for 
those who died here that the nation might live. This we may, in all propriety, do.

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate, we cannot consecrate, we cannot hallow 
this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have hallowed 
it far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long 
remember what we say here, while it can never forget what they did here. 

It is rather for us, the living, we here be dedicated to the great task remaining before 
us. That from these honoured dead we take increased devotion to that cause for 
which they here gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve 
that these dead shall not have died in vain. That the nation shall have a new birth of 
freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not 
perish from the earth.
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The Power of Words by Mohammed Qahtani, World Championship of
Public Speaking, August 2015.

[Pretending to light up a cigarette] What?

Or you all think smoking kills? Let me tell you something.

Do you know that the amount of people dying from diabetes are 3 times as many 
people dying from smoking? Yet, if I put a snicker bar, nobody would say anything.

Do you know that the leading cause of lung cancer is not actually a cigarette, it’s 
your DNA? You could smoke for years and nothing would ever happen to you. This 
whole war against smoking is just to restrict the farming of tobacco.

Mr. Contest Chair, fellow Toastmasters and guests, I use these arguments — even 
though I just made them up — with a group of my friends and the results: five of 
them believed what I said, two of them started smoking.

Words, when said and articulated in the right way, can change someone’s mind. They 
can alter someone’s belief. You have the power to bring someone from the slums of 
life and make a successful person out of them, or destroy someone’s happiness using 
only your words. Does that seem a bit too good to be true?

A simple choice of ‘word’ can make a difference between someone accepting or 
denying your message. You can have a very beautiful thing to say, but say it in the 
wrong words and it’s gone.

I have a son who is four, and he had this bad habit of writing on the walls with 
crayons. And one evening I walked into his room and he’s going at it, just writing 
and drawing and so on. And I said, “Hey, hey, hey! Are you stupid? Don’t you ever do 
that again?” And guess what happened. He did it again.

Nobody likes to be threatened. Nobody likes to be intimidated. His pride will not 
allow it. He did it again just to spite me. A week later, I walked into his room and 
again, he’s going at it and this time, he was even looking at me, just.

I came down, I said “Sweetie, come here. Don’t do that, you’re a big boy now.” And 
he never did it again, because his pride wants him to be ‘the big boy’.

54

Have you ever wondered why nobody cares about ‘global warming’? Even though it’s 
a very serious issue, it could kill all of us, because when you go home, and you flip on 
the TV and you see a scientist trying to talk about global warming, it goes something 
like this.

[Imitating] “Ladies and gentlemen, as you can see from the graphs, that the statistics 
here – for 2014, it shows the water level is rising. This table shows that the mono-
dioxide level and the third ozone layer, is at an alarming position.”

The message never gets across, but most importantly, if you are a person who is a 
role model – if you’re a person who has been admired, anything you say could be 
believed, anything you utter could be taken as truth. My friend Nasser, he loved his 
father, idealized his father, he would do anything to make him happy, but his father 
was the kind of person who was not easy to impress and year after year Nasser tried 
and his father’s like ‘no’.

First year in college, Nasser have got straight A’s and he thought to himself this is 
it, this is what will finally make my dad proud. He picked up the phone, he called his 
dad, “Dad, I got straight A’s. Are you proud? Please tell me you are proud father.”

“Yeah, listen son, I’ll have to call you back, I’m busy.”

‘I’m busy’, was the single sentence that broke the Camel’s back. And he started 
drinking, doing drugs, hanging out with the wrong crowd. Nasser why? Why are you 
throwing your life away? If the one person in the world that I care about the most 
doesn’t care then, then why should I. And one evening I got the phone call, Nasser is 
in the emergency room, drug overdose.

I rushed to that hospital. I saw him on that bed and I saw that machine go beep, 
beeep, beeeeeeeep. And I saw doctors try to bring him back to life. Clear, clear, clear 
— it’s clear that a single word could have saved his life.

Words have power, words are power, words could be your power. You can change a 
life, inspire your nation and make up this world a beautiful place. Isn’t that what we 
all want it? Isn’t that why we are all in this hall? Your mouth can spit venom, or it 
can mend a broken soul.

Ladies and gentlemen, let that be our goal.
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