Chapter 16

Informative Speaking

Welcome to Informative Speaking

An informative speech conveys knowledge, a task yoa've engaged in
throughout your life. When you give dring directions, you convey knowledge.
When you caution someone about crosgimgstreet at a certain intersection,
you are describing a dangerous situation. Whensgear someone away from
using the car pool lane, you are explaining whatfatr.

When your professors greet you on the first dag oew academic term, they
typically hand out a course syllabwehich informs you about the objectives
and expectations of the course. Much of the infatioracomes to have greater
meaning as you actually encountg@ur coursework. Why doesn't the
professor explain those meanings on the first ddg@r she probably does,
but in all likelihood, the explanatiowon't really make sense at the time
because you don't yet have the supporting knowlddgeut it in context.
However, it is still important that the i@ntation information be offered. It is
likely to answer some specific questions, suchhasfollowing: Am | prepared
to take this course? Is a textbook regd? Will the course involve a great deal
of writing? Does the professor have office hourg® dnswers to these
guestions should be of central impance to all the students. These
orientations are informative because they give im@ot information relevant
to the course.

An informative speech does not attempt to convitheeaudience that one
thing is better than another. It doestmavocate a course of action. Let’s say,
for instance, that you have carefufibllowed the news about BP’s Deepwater
Horizon oil spill in the Gulbf Mexico. Let’s further say that you felt outrape
by the sequence of events that led to the spill @wvdn more so, by its
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consequences. Consider carefully wheatthis is a good topic for your
informative speech. If your speech describes tlozgss of offshore oil
exploration, it will be informative. Howeveif it expresses your views on what
petroleum corporationsioulddo to safeguard their personnel and the
environment, save that topic for a persuasive sipeec

Being honest about your private agendalmosing a topic is important. It is
not always easy to discern a clear line betweeormttive and persuasive
speech. Good information has a strong tendencetpdrsuasive, and
persuasion relies on good information. Thus infotiveaand persuasive
speaking do overlap. It remains up to you to examjour real motives in
choosing your topic. As we have said in various svathical speaking means
respecting the intelligence of your audience. I yoy to circumvent the
purpose of the informative speech in order to plapersuasive seed, your
listeners will notice. Such strateg often come across as dishonest.

16.1 Informative Speaking Goals

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Explain the importance of accuracy, clarity, and listener interest in informative
speaking.
2. Discuss why speaking to inform is important. Identify strategies for making

information clear and interesting to your speaking audience.

A good informative speech conveys accurate infoliorato the audience in a
way that is clear and that keeps the listener edtxd in the topic. Achieving
all three of these goals—accuracy, clarity, an@iest—s the key to your
effectiveness as a speaker. If informatie inaccurate, incomplete, or unclear,
it will be of limited usefulness to the audiencé.€re is no topic about which
you can give complete information, @dmherefore, we strongly recommend
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careful narrowing. With a carefully narrowed topied purpose, it is possible
to give an accurate picture that isn't misleading.

Part of being accurate is making surattlyour information is current. Even if
you know a great deal about your topicvaote a good paper on the topicin a
high school course, you need to verify the accuimany completeness of what
you know. Most people understand that technolognages rapidly, so you
need to update your information almost constaritip, the same is true for
topics that, on the surface, may seem to requse Ugpdating. For example,
the American Civil War occurred 150 aes ago, but contemporary research
still offers new and emerging theories about theses of the war and its long-
term effects. So even with a topic thetems to be unchanging, you need to
carefully check your information to be sure it'cacate and up to date.

In order for your listeners to benefitoim your speech, you must convey your
ideas in a fashion that your audience can undedst@he clarity of your
speech relies on logical organization and undersaéfedword choices. You
should not assume that something that’s obviou®towill also be obvious to
the members of your audience. Formulate your woitk wWhe objective of
being understood in all details, and rehearse gm@ech in front of peers who
will tell you whether the information in your spéemakes sense.

In addition to being clear, your speech shouldriternesting. Your listeners
will benefit the most if they can give sustainedeation to the speech, and
this is unlikely to happen if they aibored. This often means you will decide
against using some of the topics you know a greatl dbout. Suppose, for
example, that you had a summer job as a veteriassistant and learned a
great deal about canine parasites. This topic mhghtery interesting to you,
but how interesting will it be to others your class? In order to make it
interesting, you will need to find a way to connéatith their interests and
curiosities. Perhaps there are certain canine pi&saghat also pose risks to
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humans—this might be a connection that would insecaudience interest in
your topic.

Why We Speak to Inform

Informative speaking is a means for the deliverkméwledge. In informative
speaking, we avoid expressing opinion.

This doesnt mean you may not spealoabcontroversial tpics. However, if
you do so, you must deliver a fair statement oheside of the issue in debate.
If your speech is about standardized educationaingsyou must honestly
represent the views both of its proponents andsodnitics. You must not take
sides, and you must not slant your explanatiorhefdebate in order to
influence the opinions of the listeners. You amaply and clearly defining the
debate. If you watch the evening nesrs a major network television (ABC,
CBS, or NBC), you will see newscasters who undodlytbave personal
opinions about the news, but are trained to avamlessing those opinions
through the use of loaded words, gestures, fagjlessions, or vocal tone.
Like those newscasters, you are already educabng fsteners simply by
informing them. Let them make up their own mindhisTis probably the most
iImportant reason for informative speaking.

Making Information Clear and Interesting for the Audience

Aclear and interesting speech can make ofsdescription, causal analysis, or
categories. With description, you use words to tgeapicture in the minds of
your audience. You can describe physieslities, social ralities, emotional
experiences, sequences, consequermesontexts. For instance, you can
describe the mindset of the Massachusetts towrale® during the witch
trials. You can also use causal anaysvhich focuses on the connections
between causes and consequences. For examplesakisg about health care
costs, you could explain how a serious illness paheven a well-insured
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family into bankruptcy. You can also use categotegroup things together.
For instance, you could say that there are thréegmaies of investment for
the future: liquid savings, avoiding debt, and aicopg properties that will
increase in value.

There are a number of principles to keep in miné apeaker to make the
information you present clear and interesting fouryaudience. Let's examine
several of them.

Adjust Complexity to the Audience

If your speech is too complex or too simplisticwitl not hold the interest of
your listeners. How can you determine the rightleof complexity? Your
audience analysis is one important wayltothis. Will your listeners belong to
a given age group, or are they more diverse? Day #ll go to public schools

in the United States, or are some of your listenetarnational students? Are
they all students majoring in communicat studies, or is there a mixture of
majors in your audience? The answers to these élmer @udience analysis
guestions will help you to gauge what they know avitht they are curious
about.

Never assume that just because your ande is made up of students, they all
share your knowledge set. If you base your speachrassumption of similar
knowledge, you might not make sense to everyonéodfinstance, youre an
intercultural communication student discussmagltiple identities the
psychology students in your audience will most ljkeeject your message.
Similarly, the term “viral” has very different mesrgs depending on whether
it is used with respect to human diseagopular response to a website, or
population theory. In using the word “viral,” yolbsolutely must explain
specifically what you mean. You should not hurryy@xplanation of a term
that’s vulnerable to misinterpretatioMake certain your listeners know what
you mean before continuing your speeghephen Lucas explains, “You cannot
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assume they will know what you mean. Rather, yowstre sure to explain
everything so thoroughly that they cannot help baderstand.” Define
terms to help listeners understand them the waywean them to. Give
explanations that are consistent with your defons, and show how those
ideas apply to your speech topic. In this way, gan avoid many
misunderstandings.

Similarly, be very careful about assumgithere is anything that “everybody
knows.” Suppose you've decided to present an inftiue speech on the
survival of the early colonists of New England. Ymay have learned in
elementary school that their surviwvahs attributable, in part, to the
assistance of Squanto. Many of your listenerskwibbw which states are in
New England, but if there are international studeantthe audience, they
might never have heard of New England. You sholddify the term either by
pointing out the region on a map or by stating tivatthe six states in the
American northeast. Other knowllge gaps can still confound the
effectiveness of the speech. For instance, wholaatwas Squanto? What
kind of assistance did the settlers géily a few listeners are likely to know
that Squanto spoke English and that fact had gyeatiprised the settlers
when they landed. It was through his knowledge mflish that Squanto was
able to advise these settlers in survival stratediering that first harsh
winter. If you neglect to provide thatformation, your speech will not be fully
informative.

Beyond the opportunity to help improve your deliwesne important outcome
of practicing your speech in front of adi audience of a couple of friends or
classmates is that you can become aware of teratsatte confusing or that
you should define for your audience.
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Avoid Unnecessary Jargon

If you decide to give an informative speech on ghity specialized topic, limit
how much technical language or jargyou use. Loading a speech with
specialized language has the potential to be taaimthe listeners. It can
become too difficult to “translate” your meaningsd if that happens, you will
not effectively deliver information. Even if you fiee many technical terms,
the audience may feel as if they are being bombdmideh a set of definitions
instead of useful information. Don't treat your gpgh as a crash course in an
entire topic. If you must, introduce erspecialized term and carefully define
and explain it to the audience. Define it in wordsd then use a concrete and
relevant example to clarify the meaning.

Some topics, by their venyature, are too technical for a short speech. For
example, in a five-minute speech youwlw be foolish to try to inform your
audience about the causes of the Fukushima Danigchlear emergency that
occurred in Japan in 2011. Other topics, while tachl, can be presented in
audience-friendly ways that minimize the use ohteical terms. For instance,
in a speech about Mount Vesuvius, the volcano thated the ancient cities of
Pompeii and Herculaneum, you can use the term ‘@ssaic flow” as long as
you take the time to either show or tell what itans.

Create Concrete Images

As a college student, you have had a significanvant of exposure

to abstracterms. You have become comfortablgeing and hearing a variety of
abstract ideas. However, abstract terms lend themséeo many
interpretations. For instance, the atast term “responsibility” can mean
many things. Among other meanings, it can mean ghask, authority, or
blame. Because of the potential for misunderstagdins better to use
aconcrete word. For example, instead of sayi, “Helen Worth was responsible
for the project,” you will convey clearer meaning&n you say, “Helen Worth
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was in charge of the project,” “Helen Kimes made project a success,” or
“Helen Worth was to blame for the failure of theopact.”
To illustrate the differences between abstract esrttretdanguage, let’s look

at a few pairs of terms:

transportation | air travel

success completion of project

discrimination | exclusion of women

athletic physically fit

profound knowledgeable

By using an abstraction in a sentence and then esimg the concrete term in
the sentence, you will notice the more precise niegsof the concrete terms.
Those precise terms are less likely to be misuntdecs In the last pair of
terms, “knowledgeable” is listed as a concrete tehbot it can also be
considered an abstract term. Still, iilsely to be much clearer and more
precise than “profound.”

Keep Information Limited

When you developed your speech, youedally narrowed your topic in order
to keep information limited yet completand coherent. If you carefully adhere
to your own narrowing, you can keep from goingarfftangents or confusing
your audience. If you overload your @ence with information, they will be
unable to follow your narrative. Use the definit®rmescriptions,
explanations, and examples you neeadnder to make your meanings clear,
but resist the temptation to adahgentiainformation merely because you
find it interesting.
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Link Current Knowledge to New Knowledge

Certain sets of knowledge are common to many peopyeur classroom
audience. For instance, most of them know what JaéKia is. Many have
found it a useful and convenient source of inforlmmatabout topics related to
their coursework. Because many Wikipedia entrieslangthy, greatly
annotated, and followed by substantisis of authoritative sources, many
students have relied on information acquired fronkigédia in writing
papers to fulfill course requirementll this is information that virtually
every classroom listener is likely to know. Thigh® current knowledge of
your audience.

Because your listeners are already familiar wittk\d@dia, you can link
important new knowledge to their already-existimplvledge. Wikipedia is an
“‘open source,” meaning that anyone cupplement, edit, correct, distort, or
otherwise alter the information in Wikipedia. Inditlon to your listeners’
knowledge that a great deal of good information barfound in Wikipedia,
they must now know that it isn't authoritative. Serf your listeners may not
enjoy hearing this message, so you must find atwayake it acceptable.
One way to make the message acceptable to yoenkss is to show what
Wikipedia does well. For example, some Wikipedidreas contain many good
references at the end. Most of those referenceslkalg to be authoritative,
having been written by scholars. Inasehing for information on a topic, a
student can look up one or more of those referencésdl-text databases or in
the library. In this way, Wikipedia can be helpialisteering a student toward
the authoritative information they need. Explainiigs to your audience will
help them accept, rather thanaet, the bad news about Wikipedia.
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Make It Memorable

If youve already done the preliminary work in chsdiog a topic, finding an
interesting narrowing of that topic, developing amging presentation aids,
and working to maintain audience contact, your\azly is likely to be
memorable. Now you can turn to your cent and find opportunities to make
it appropriately vivid. You can do thlsy using explanations, comparisons,
examples, or language.

Let’s say that you're preparing a speech on thetéthBtates’internment of
Japanese American people from the San FranciscaBsyduring World War
[1. Your goal is to paint a memorable age in your listeners’minds. You can
do this through a dramatic contrast, before andraffou could say, “In 1941,
the Bay area had a vibrant and produettommunity of Japanese American
citizens who went to work every day, opening th&iogs, typing reports in
their offices, and teaching in their classroomst jas they had been doing for
years. But on December 7, 1941, everything changéthin six months, Bay
area residents of Japanese ancestry were gonepoated to internment
camps located hundreds of miles from the Pacifastd

This strategy rests on the ability of the audietceisualize the two
contrasting situations. You have alluded to twessdtimages that are familiar
to most college students, images that they canyeasualize. Once the
audience imagination is engaged in visgation, they are likely to remember
the speech.

Your task of providing memorable imagery does nopsafter the
introduction. While maintaining an even-handed aggoh that does not seek
to persuade, you must provide the audience witbrmfation about the
circumstances that triggered the policy of intermfyg@erhaps by describing
the advice that was given to President Rooseveltibyop advisers. You might
depict the conditions fadeby Japanese Americans during their internment by
describing a typical day one of thencps. To conclude your speech on a
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memorable note, you might name a notable indiviekgal actor, writer, or
politician—who is a survivor of the internment.

Such a strategy might feel unnatural to you. Aa#ythis is not how you talk
to your friends or participate in@dassroom discussion. Remember, though,
that public speaking is not the same as talking pitepared and formal. It
demands more of you. In a conversation, it mighttim@important to be
memorable; your goal might merely be to maintaierfdship. But in a
speech, when you expect the audience to pay attengou must make the
speech memorable.

Make It Relevant and Useful

When thinking about your topic, it slways very important to keep your
audience members center stage in your mind. Fdamc, if your speech is
about air pollution, ask your audience to imagieelihg the burning of eyes
and lungs caused by smog. This is a &gg for making the topic more real to
them, since it may have happened to them on a numfiaccasions; and even
if it hasn', it easily could. If youspeech is about Mark Twain, instead of
simply saying that he was very famous during Hegilne, remind your
audience that he was so prominent that their oveaggrandparents likely
knew of his work and had strong opinions aboulntso doing, you've
connected your topic to their own forebears.

Personalize Your Content

Giving a human face to a topic helps the audieraxe@ive it as interesting. If
your topic is related to the Maasai rite of passiage manhood, the
prevalence of drug addiction in ampigular locale, the development of a
professional flmmaker, othe treatment of a disease, putting a human face
should not be difficult. To do it, find a case syubu can describe within the
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speech, referring to the human subject by names ¢bmveys to the audience
that these processes happen to real people.

Make sure you use a real case study, though—doakewne up. Using a
fictional character without letting your audienaedw that the example is
hypothetical is a betrayal of the listener’s trumid hence, is unethical.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e One important reason for informative speaking is to provide listeners with
information so that they can make up their own minds about an issue.

o Informative speeches must be accurate, clear, and interesting for the listener.

o Strategies to make information clear and interesting to an audience include
adjusting the complexity of your information to the audience, avoiding jargon,
creating concrete images, limiting information only to what is most relevant,
linking information to what the audience already knows, and making

information memorable through language or personalization.

EXERCISES

1. ldentify concrete terms with which to replace the following abstractions:
motivational, development, fair, natural, and dangerous.

2. Make a list of the arguments both for and against gun control. Make them
informative, not persuasive. Your goal is to describe the debate that currently
exists without taking a clear position.

3. How might you go about personalizing a speech about water conservation for

your classroom audience?

16.2 Types of Informative Speeches

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Identify several categories of topics that may be used in informative speaking.

2. Describe several approaches to developing a topic.
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For some speakers, deciding on a topic is oneeftlost difficult parts of
informative speaking. The following subsections ibdgy discussing several
categories of topics that you might use for an iinfative presentation. Then
we discuss how you might structure your speechdidrass potential audience
difficulties in understanding your topic or informan.

Objects

The term “objects” encompasses many tspie might not ordinarily consider
to be “things.” It's a category thancludes people, institutions, places,
substances, and inanimate things. The followingsmmae of these topics:
Mitochondria

Dream catchers

Sharks

Hubble telescope

Seattle’s Space Needle

Malta

Silicon chip

Spruce Goose

Medieval armor

DDT insecticide

Soy inks

NAACP

You will find it necessary to narrow youopic about an object because, like
any topic, you can't say everything about it inimgée speech. In most cases,
there are choices about how to narrow the topicetsae some specific
purpose statements that reflect ways of narrowifepeof those topics:

To inform the audience about the role of soy inkseducing toxic pollution

To inform the audience about the current uses eftdnned insecticide DDT
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To inform the audience about what weve learnednfrihe Hubble telescope
To inform the audience about the role of the NAAGRhe passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964

To describe the significance of the gigantic SprGomse, the wooden airplane
that launched an airline

These specific purposes reflect a narrow, but ied&ing, approach to each
topic. These purposes are precise, and they shmifdyou maintain your
focus on a narrow but deep slice of knowledge.

People

This category applies both to specific individuafsed also to roles. The
following are some of these topics:

Dalai Lamas

Astronauts

Tsar Nicholas Il

Modern midwives

Mata Hari

Catherine the Great

Navajo code talkers

Mahatma Gandhi

Justice Thurgood Marshall

Madame Curie

Leopold Mozart

Aristotle

The Hemlock Society

Sonia Sotomayor

Jack the Ripper

There is a great deal of information about each aftbese examples. In order
to narrow the topic or write a thesis statemerg,mportant to recognize that
your speech should not be a biography, or time, lofsomeone’s life. If you

Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/books Saylor.org
531




attempt to deliver a comprehensive report of eweryortant event and
accomplishment related to your sultjgthen nothing will seem any more
important than anything else. To capture and holdryaudience’s interest,
you must narrow to a focus on a featueeent, achievement, or secret about
your human topic.

Here are some purpose statements that reflect @psoof narrowing:

To inform the audience about the training programd@rgone by the first US
astronauts to land on the moon

To inform the audience about how a young Dalai Lasidentified

To inform the audience about why Gandhi was regdrag®a mahatma, or “great
heart”

To inform the audience about the exteresscientific qualifications of modern
midwives

Without a limited purpose, you will find, with arof these topics, that there’s
simply too much to say. Your purpose statementballa strong decision-
making tool about what to include in your speech.

Events

An event can be something that occurred only oncan event that is
repeated:

The murder of Emmett Till

The Iditarod Dogsled Race

The Industrial Revolution

The discovery of the smallpox vaccine
The Bikini Atoll atomic bomb tests
The Bay of Pigs

The Super Bowl

The Academy Awards
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Again, we find that any of these topigaust be carefully narrowed in order to
build a coherent speech. Failure to do so will tesua shallow speech. Here
are a few ways to narrow the purpose:

To explain how the murder of Emmett Till helped egize the civil rights
movement

To describe how the Industrial Revolution affectbeé lives of ordinary people
To inform the audience about the purpose of theakad dogsled race

There are many ways to approach any of these amer abpics, but again, you
must emphasize an important dimension of the ev@ttterwise, you run the
risk of producing a time line in whicthe main point gets lost. In a speech
about an event, you may usehaonological orderbut if you choose to do so,
you cant include every detail. The following is arample:

Specific Purpose: To inform the audience about the purpose of theakaid
dogsled race.

Central Idea: The annual Iditarod commemorates the heroism ofcBahe
sled dog that led a dog team carrying medicine 1h%3@s to save Nome from
an outbreak of diphtheria.

Main Points:

Diphtheria broke out in a remote Alaskan town.

Dogsleds were the only tranmpation for getting medicine.

The Iditarod Trail was long, rugged, and undegs of severe weather.

Balto the dog knew where he was going, even wihenmusher did not.

The annual race commemorates Balto’s heroissainng the lives of the people
of Nome.

In this example, you must explain the event. Howea@other way to
approach the same event would describe it. Theviofig is an example:
Specific Purpose: To describe the annual Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race
Central Idea: It's a long and dangerous race.

Main Points:
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The 1150-mile, ten- to seventeen-day race goesutgh wilderness with widely
spaced checkpoints for rest, firsid, and getting fresh dogs.

. Amusher, or dogsled driver, must be at leasttfieen years old to endure the
rigors of severe weather, exhaustion, and lonefines

. Amusher is responsible for his or herroteod, food for twelve to sixteen dogs,
and for making sure they don't get lost.

. Reaching the end of the race without getting,lesen in last place, is considered
honorable and heroic.

. The expense of participation is greater thanghee awarded to the winner.

By now you can see that there are various waypfpora@ach a topic while
avoiding an uninspiring time line. In the exampfdlee Iditarod race, you
could alternatively frame it as adaskan tourism topic, or you could
emphasize the enormous staff involved in first aiglarch and rescue, dog
care, trail maintenance, event coordination, finahmanagement, and

registration.

Concepts

Concepts are abstract ideas that exist indepenafemtether they are
observed or practiced, such as the example of egisality that follows.
Concepts can include hypotheses and theories.

The glass ceiling

Ethnocentrism

Honor codes

Autism

Karma

Wellness

Fairness theory

Bioethics

The American Dream
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Social equality

Here are a few examples of specific purposes deezldrom the examples:
To explain why people in all cultures are ethnocent

To describe the Hindu concept of karma

To distinguish the differences between the conceptgellness and health

To show the resources available in ¢acal school system for children with
autism

To explain three of Dr. Stephen Suranovic’s sevategories of fairness

Here is one possible example of a way to develop @irthese topics:
Specific Purpose: To explain why people in all cultures are ethnocent
Central Idea: There are benefits to being ethnocentric.

Main Points:

Ethnocentrism is the idea that one’s own cultsrguperior to others.
Ethnocentrism strongly contributes to positivewp identity.

Ethnocentrism facilitates the coordination ofisbactivity.

Ethnocentrism contributes to a sense of safdttyimwa group.

Ethnocentrism becomes harmful when it createsidies.

In an example of a concept about which people dsagyou must represent
multiple and conflicting views as fully and fairs possible. For instance:
Specific Purpose: To expose the audience to three different viewsh ef
American Dream.

Central Idea: The American Dream is a shared dream, an imposditdam,
or a dangerous dream, depending on the perspedtivee individual.

Main Points:

The concept of the American Dream describestedif abundant well-being in
which an honest and productive American can owmmé; bring up a family;
work at a permanent, well-paying job with benefasd retire in security and

leisure.
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2. Many capitalists support the sociakigan of working hard to deserve and
acquire the material comforts and security of a tmmable life.

3. Many sociologists argue that the American Draaifiar out of reach for the 40
percent of Americans at the bottom of the economades

4. Many environmentalists argue that the consummppiatterns that accompany
the American Dream have resulted in the depletibresources and the pollution

of air, water, and soil.

Processes
If your speech topicis a process, your goal shdaddo help your audience
understand it, or be able to perform it. In eitivestance, processes involve a
predictable series of changes, phases, or steps.

« Soil erosion

o Cell division

« Physical therapy

« Volcanic eruption

o Paper recycling

o Consumer credit evaluations

o Scholarship money searches

« Navy Seal training

o Portfolio building

« The development of Alzheimer’s disease
For some topics, you will need presentation aidsrither to make your
meaning clear to your listeners. Evencimses where you don't absolutely need
a presentation aid, one might be useful. For inséaif your topic is
evaluating consumer credit, insteaduwdt describing a comparison between
two different interest rates applied to the samiginal amount of debt, it
would be helpful to show a graph of the differenTleis might also be the sort
of topic that would strongly serve the needs ofryaudience before they find
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