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Chapter 9
Beginning and Ending the Speech

On the night of October 9, 1986, a conductor stepped up to the podium at Her Majesty’s Theater in London, tapped his baton, raised his arms, and signaled the orchestra to play. Moments later the public first heard the dramatic opening chords of the song “The Phantom of the Opera.”


Like most musical stage plays, Phantom of the Opera begins with an overture—an orchestral introduction that captures the audience’s attention and gives them a ​preview of the music they are going to hear. Without such an introduction—if the characters simply walked onstage and began singing or speaking—the beginning of the play would seem too abrupt, and the ​audience would not be suitably “primed” for the ​entertainment.


Similarly, nearly all musicals end with a finale, when the whole cast is onstage, elements of the dramatic plot are resolved, portions of the ​principal songs are recalled, and the music is brought to a dramatic climax. If there were no such conclusion, if the actors merely stopped and walked ​offstage, the audience would be left unsatisfied.


Just as musical plays need appropriate beginnings and endings, so do speeches. The beginning, or introduction, prepares listeners for what is to come. The conclusion ties up the speech and alerts listeners that the speech is going to end. Ideally, it is a satisfying conclusion.


In this chapter we explore the roles played by an introduction and a conclusion in speechmaking. We also discuss techniques aimed at fulfilling those roles. If you apply these techniques imaginatively, you will take a big step toward elevating your speeches from the ordinary to the splendid.

The Introduction

First impressions are important. A poor beginning may so distract or ​alienate listeners that the speaker can never fully recover. Moreover, getting off on the right foot is vital to a speaker’s self-confidence. What could be more ​encouraging than watching your listeners’ faces begin to register interest, ​attention, and pleasure? The hardest part of any presentation is the beginning. If you get through the opening stages of your speech without blundering, the rest will go much more smoothly. A good introduction, you will find, is an excellent confidence booster.


In most speech situations, there are four objectives you need to accomplish at the outset:


• Get the attention and interest of your audience.


• Reveal the topic of your speech.


• Establish your credibility and goodwill.


• Preview the body of the speech.

We’ll look at each of these objectives in turn.

Get Attention and Interest

“Unless a speaker can interest his audience at once, his effort will be a failure.” So said the great lawyer Clarence Darrow. If your topic is not one of 
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extraordinary interest, your listeners are likely to say to themselves, “So what? Who cares?” No matter how famous the speaker or how vital the topic, the speaker can quickly lose an audience if she or he doesn’t use the ​introduction to get their attention and quicken their interest.


Getting the initial attention of your audience is usually easy to do—even before you utter a single word. After you are introduced and step to the lectern, your audience will normally give you their attention. If they don’t, merely wait patiently. Look directly at the audience without saying a word. In a few moments all talking and physical commotion will stop. Your ​listeners will be attentive. You will be ready to start speaking.


Keeping the attention of your audience once you start talking is more difficult. Here are the methods used most often. Employed individually or in combination, they will help get the audience caught up in your speech.

Relate the Topic to the Audience

People pay attention to things that affect them directly. If you can relate the topic to your listeners, they are much more likely to be interested in it.


Suppose, for example, one of your classmates begins her speech like this:


Today I am going to talk about collecting postcards—a hobby that is both fascinating and financially rewarding. I would like to explain the basic kinds of collectible postcards, why they are so valuable, and how collectors buy and sell their cards.

This is certainly a clear introduction, but it is not one to get you hooked on the speech. Now what if your classmate were to begin her speech this way—as one student actually did.


It’s Saturday morning, and you are helping clean out your grandmother’s attic. ​After working a while, you stumble upon a trunk, open it, and discover inside hund​reds of old postcards. Thinking about getting to the football game on time, you start tossing the cards into the trash can. Congratulations! You have just thrown away a year’s ​tuition.

This time the speaker has used just the right bait. Chances are you will be hooked.


Even when you use other interest-arousing lures, you should always ​relate your topic to the audience. At times this will test your ingenuity, but it pays dividends. Here are two excellent examples. The first is from a speech entitled “Making Campus Accessible for Disabled Students.” Notice how the speaker gets her classmates to put themselves in the place of people who are unable to get to class on time because they can’t get their wheelchairs or scooters through the snow.


I’d like to ask you to use your imaginations and think how it would feel if you’d spent an evening studying for an exam, you get up in the morning all set to go to class, you go down, you get to your door, and it won’t open. You think, “Oh, I can just use my back door.” But you go to your back door, and that won’t open either.


It would be pretty frustrating, wouldn’t it? That’s the kind of frustration handicapped students feel when they can’t get to class because of the snow.

View the beginning of Diane Bright, “Making Campus Accessible for Disabled Students.”

CD 1: Video 9.1

226 
CHAPTER 9
Beginning and Ending the Speech


The second example is from a student speech about dreams. This is how the speaker began his remarks:


You are being chased by an object of unspeakable horror, yet your legs can only move in slow motion. Each step takes unbearably long, and your frantic struggle to run faster is hopeless. Your pursuer gets closer, and your desperation turns to terror. You know you are not going to escape. You can’t breathe, and you gulp for air that isn’t there. You are completely helpless—eye to eye with death.


Then you wake up, gasping for air, your heart pounding, your face clammy with sweat. It takes a few minutes for you to reorient yourself to reality, for your heart and breathing to slow down. You reassure yourself that it was “just a dream.” Soon you drift back to sleep.


By using vivid language to describe something all his classmates had experienced at some point in their lives, the speaker made sure of an ​attentive audience.

State the Importance of Your Topic

Presumably, you think your speech is important. Tell your audience why they should think so too. Here is how Susan Paddack, President of the ​American Medical Association Alliance, used this method to involve her audience in a speech about youth violence to the AMA National Leadership Conference:

Caption:

A good introduction will get your speech off to a strong start. To be most effective, it should relate to the audience and be delivered expressively, with sustained eye contact and from a minimum of notes.
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Of the many threats to our public health, youth violence is the one that threatens not only each of us an individuals, but also the very fabric of our nation. . . .


I’d like you to imagine some 300 students from our public high schools among us now. Three hundred students would fill about one-third of this room. That’s how many students will be attacked or robbed in our country during the 10 minutes I’ll be ​speaking to you. More than 17,000 every day—more than half a million every month. . . . And adolescents in our country suffer the highest rates of murder and suicide among the 26 wealthiest nations.1

These are striking statistics. By citing them in the introduction, Paddack emphasized the importance of her topic and captured the attention of her audience.


Clearly this technique is easy to use when discussing social and ​political issues such as youth violence, endangered species, terrorism, and cloning, but it is appropriate for other topics as well. Here is how one student ​handled it in a speech about starting a home aquarium:


It is very hard to cuddle a fish. Fish won’t roll over or fetch the morning paper. You won’t find them curling up on your lap, chasing a ball of string, or rescuing a child from a burning building.


Yet despite these shortcomings, 250 million tropical fish have found their way into 10 million American homes. Tropical fish make up 50 percent of all live animal sales in the United States, and they have earned a spot next to the all-American dog and the cuddly kitten in the hearts of millions of people. Today I would like to explain how you can start a home aquarium and discover the pleasures of owning tropical fish.


The first paragraph—with its clever opening line—grabs the listener’s attention. But it is the second paragraph that keeps the attention. Indeed, whenever you discuss a topic whose importance may not be clear to the audience, you should think about ways to demonstrate its significance in the introduction.

Startle the Audience

One surefire way to arouse interest quickly is to startle your listeners with an arresting or intriguing statement. Everyone in the audience paid close attention after this speaker’s introduction:


Take a moment and think of the three women closest to you. Who comes to mind? Your mother? Your sister? Your girlfriend? Your wife? Your best friend? Now guess which one will be sexually assaulted during her lifetime. It’s not a pleasant thought, but according to the U.S. Department of Justice, one of every three American women will be sexually assaulted sometime during her life.

Notice the gradual buildup to the speaker’s arresting statement, “Now guess which one will be sexually assaulted during her lifetime.” This statement startles the audience—especially the men—and drives home at a personal level the problem of sexual assault against women. The effect would have been much less if the speaker had said, “Sexual assault against women is a serious problem.”
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Sometimes you may want to startle your audience in the very first sentence of your speech. Here is how one student began her speech opposing the use of Native American names for sports teams:


In tonight’s games, the San Antonio Spics are playing the New Jersey Japs, while the Los Angeles Jews will take on the Minnesota Polacks.


Here is a longer example of the same technique, used by a speaker at a professional development seminar on privacy and the Internet:


Three of you in this room have spent time in jail. Two of you were late on your mortgage payment last month; three more of you didn’t make the latest payment on your student loans. Two of the males and three of the females were recently ​diagnosed with cancer. Five of you are behind in the number of credits needed to maintain your professional certification.


How did I find out all of this? Simply by plugging your first and last names into my computer and searching through specialized sources. I did not enter your ​addresses, Social Security numbers, driver’s license numbers, or any other specific information.


This technique is highly effective and easy to use. Just be sure the startling introduction relates directly to the subject of your speech. The example cited above worked perfectly for a speech on how the Internet is undermining our personal privacy. It would not work for a speech about electronic commerce. If you choose a strong opening simply for its shock value and then go on to talk about something else, your audience will be confused and possibly annoyed.

Arouse the Curiosity of the Audience

People are curious. One way to draw them into your speech is with a series of statements that progressively whet their curiosity about the subject of the speech. For example:


It is the most common chronic disease in the United States. Controllable but incurable, it is a symptomless disease. You can have it for years and never know until it kills you. Some 40 million Americans have this disease, and 300,000 will die from it before the year is out. Odds are that five of us in this class have it.


What am I talking about? Not cancer. Not AIDS. Not heart disease. I am talking about hypertension—high blood pressure.


For another example, look at this splendid opening from a student speech entitled “The Gift of Life”:


Each of you has a gift. What kind of gift is it? It’s not a Christmas gift or a birthday gift. It’s not some special talent or skill. It’s a gift that could save a life—maybe more than one. If you decide to give it, you lose nothing.


Some people bury their gift. Others burn it. All but one of you who completed my questionnaire would gladly receive the gift, but only 20 percent of you have ​decided to give it. This gift is the donation of your vital organs when you die.


Not only does this speaker relate the topic directly to his classmates, he gets them further involved by building suspense about the “gift” that each of us has. Notice how much less effective the introduction would have been
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if he had simply said, “Today I am going to talk about organ donation.” When used appropriately, arousing curiosity is a surefire way to capture and hold your listeners’ interest.

Question the Audience

Asking a rhetorical question is another way to get your listeners thinking about your speech. Sometimes a single question will do:

How would you respond if a loved one was the victim of terrorism?

What would you think if you went to the doctor because you were ill and she told you to watch Friends as part of your treatment?

Do you know how many small businesses are started each year in the United States?


In other circumstances, you may want to pose a series of questions, each of which draws the audience deeper and deeper into the speech. Here is how one speaker used this method:


Have you ever spent a sleepless night studying for an exam? Can you remember rushing to finish a term paper because you waited too long to start writing it? Do you ​often feel overwhelmed by all the things you have to get done at school? At work? At home?


If so, you may be the victim of poor time management. Fortunately, there are proven strategies you can follow to use your time more effectively and to keep ​control of your life.


Like beginning with a startling statement, opening with a question works best when the question is meaningful to the audience and firmly related to the content of the speech. It also works most effectively when you pause 

Rhetorical question: a question that the audience answers mentally rather than out loud.

Caption:

As you research your speeches, keep and eye out for quotations, stories, and other materials that you can use to craft an introduction that will capture the attention of your listeners.
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for just a moment after each question. This adds dramatic impact and gives the question time to sink in. The audience, of course, will answer ​mentally—not out loud.

Begin with a Quotation

Another way to arouse the interest of your audience is to start with an ​attention-getting quotation. You might choose your quotation from the words of a famous speaker or writer, from Shakespeare or Confucius, from the Bible or Talmud, from a poem or song, even from a television show. One student used the last of these to introduce a speech about the role of women in the United States space program:


“Space—the final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Enterprise. Its five-year mission: To explore new worlds. To seek out new life and new civilizations. To boldly go where no man has gone before.”


These well-known words, which opened every episode of the original Star Trek ​television series, captured the spirit of adventure that marked American attitudes toward space exploration during the 1960s and 1970s. They also captured the notion that space exploration was essentially a male activity: “To boldly go where no man has gone before.”


Today, of course, times have changed. Not only are women central characters in all the later Star Trek series and movies, but they are playing more and more important roles in the U.S. space program itself. Today I would like to discuss the current status and future prospects of women in the space program.


You need not use a well-known or famous quotation. The following made an effective introduction for a speech about bird-watching:


“Even to this day I cannot describe what happened without feeling the excitement of the moment. I glimpsed a flash of color in the thicket. I raised my binoculars to my eyes, and then I saw it—a Bachman’s Warbler, one of the rarest birds in all of ​America. For me, this was the equivalent of a coin collector discovering a rare silver dollar, or of a football player scoring a touchdown in the Super Bowl.”


This statement was made by my father. He is just one of the millions of people who have discovered the joys and thrills of bird-watching.


A humorous quotation can afford double impact, as in this speech about the need for political reform in the U.S. Congress:


Mark Twain once said, “It could probably be shown by facts and figures that there is no distinctly American criminal class except Congress.”

By opening with Twain’s words, the speaker not only got the audience’s ​attention but also foreshadowed a central theme of her speech. Notice, too, that all the quotations used here as examples are relatively short. Opening your speech with a lengthy quotation is a sure way to set your audience yawning.

Tell a Story

We all enjoy stories—especially if they are provocative, amusing, dramatic, or suspenseful. To work well as introductions, they should also be clearly relevant to the main point of the speech. Used in this way, stories are perhaps the most effective way to begin a speech.
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The Internet Connection

Looking for a quotation to use in the introduction or conclusion of your speech? Visit Yahoo! (http://dir. yahoo.com/Reference/Quotations/) for a comprehensive roster of links to collected quotations on the Web.

Are you interested in reading introductions and conclusions from important speeches in U.S. history? You can find them at Douglass: Archives of ​American Public Address (http://douglassarchives.org/).

Consider, for example, the story one student, an education major, told to open his speech about the ways American teachers are adapting to the cultural diversity of today’s school-age population:


On a cloudy winter afternoon, Florann Greenberg, a teacher at P.S. 14 in New York City, noticed that her first-grade class was growing fidgety. One girl, dropping all pretense of work, stared at the snow falling outside the schoolroom windows. Annoyed, Greenberg asked her, “Haven’t you seen snow before?” The girl whispered, “No.” Her classmates began nodding their heads in agreement.


Then it dawned on Greenberg. Of course these children had never seen snow—​almost all were immigrants from Colombia and the Dominican Republic. Immediately Greenberg changed her lesson plans. New topics: What is snow? How is it formed? How do you dress in the snow? What games do you play?


This story, reported in Time magazine, illustrates the cultural diversity now found in thousands of school classrooms across the United States and how creative teachers are adjusting to that diversity.

Like many good introductions, this one does a double job—it arouses the interest of the audience and gets listeners emotionally involved in the subject of the speech.


You can also use stories based on your personal experience. Here is how one student used such a story in his commencement speech at the University of Richmond. The student had come from Bombay, India, to attend ​college in the United States. He began by explaining the questions and ​uncertainties that were running through his mind as he prepared to leave his native land:


I can visualize the scene again and again: 11:30 p.m., Saturday night, the 15th of August, 1992, Bombay International Airport, India. I was leaving home for the University of Richmond. And as I said that final goodbye to my parents, my family, and my friends; and as I saw hope, expectation, even a tinge of sadness, in their eyes; and as I stepped aboard the Boeing 747 in front, I knew my life had changed forever.


The effectiveness of any story—especially a personal one—hinges as much on the speaker’s delivery as on the content of the story. As you can see from the clip of this speech on CD 1, Video 9.2, the speaker used pauses, 

You can link to these websites at www.mhhe.com/lucas8.

Online Learning Center

View the beginning of Sajid Zahir Chinoy, “Questions of Culture.”

CD 1: Video 9.2
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eye contact, and changes in his tone of voice to heighten the impact of his words and draw his audience into the speech. See if you can do the same in your speech introductions.


The seven methods discussed above are the ones used most often by student speakers to gain attention and interest. Other methods include referring to the occasion, inviting audience participation, using audio equipment or visual aids, relating to a previous speaker, and beginning with humor. For any given speech, try to choose the method that is most suitable for the topic, the audience, and the occasion.

Reveal the Topic

In the process of gaining attention, be sure to state clearly the topic of your speech. If you do not, your listeners will be confused. And once they are confused, your chances of getting them absorbed in the speech are ​almost nil. This is a basic point—so basic that it may hardly seem worth mentioning. Yet you would be surprised how many students need to be reminded of it. You may hear speeches in your own class in which the topic is not clear by the end of the introduction. So that you will know what to avoid, here is such an introduction, presented in a public speaking class.


When Roseanne Taos went to the hospital for knee surgery, her biggest concern was how soon she would be able to go skiing again. Tragically, the answer was never. No, Roseanne didn’t die, but an overdose of general anesthesia during surgery left her permanently disabled. She will live the rest of her life under custodial supervision. As this example demonstrates, the use of anesthesia can be the most dangerous part of surgery. Today, I would like to discuss this issue with you.


What is the topic of this speech? The potential dangers of anesthesia? No. The need for periodic recertification of anesthesiologists? No. The limits of modern medicine in general? No. This student was speaking about the ancient Chinese practice of acupuncture as an alternative to anesthesia. But he did not make that clear to his audience. Listening to the introduction, they expected him to talk about the hazards of anesthesia.


This student found a dramatic introduction but ignored the fact that it didn’t relate properly to his speech. Certainly the story of Roseanne Taos is an excellent attention getter. But in this case it was wasted. Suppose, instead, the student had begun his speech with a different story:


The young woman on the operating table at the Institute of Tuberculosis in ​Beijing, China, is having a diseased lung removed. She has not received any painkilling drugs. Even though she is fully conscious, she experiences no pain and even talks periodically with her surgeons. Her only anesthetic is the array of stainless-steel acupuncture ​needles in her hands and feet.

This opening would have provided drama and a way to get the listeners’ attention, but it also would have related directly to the speech topic.


If you beat around the bush in your introduction, you may lose your listeners. Even if they already know your topic, you should restate it clearly and concisely at some point in the introduction.
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Establish Credibility and Goodwill

Besides getting attention and revealing the topic, there is a third objective you may need to accomplish in your introduction—establishing your credibility and goodwill.


Credibility is mostly a matter of being qualified to speak on a given topic—and of being perceived as qualified by your listeners. If, for instance, Brad Pitt got up before an audience to speak about nuclear physics, he would have to take drastic steps to establish his credibility on the ​subject.


Here is how one student established her credibility on the subject of weight lifting without sounding like a braggart:


What is the fastest-growing sport today among American women? If you answered weight lifting, you are absolutely correct. Once seen as an exclusively male activity, weight lifting has crossed the gender barrier—and with good reason. Regardless of whether you are male or female, weight lifting can give you a sense of strength and power, enhance your self-esteem, and make you look and feel better.


I started lifting weights when I was in high school, and I have kept at it for the past eight years. I have also taught weight lifting in several health clubs, and I am a certified instructor through the Aerobics and Fitness Association of America.


Using some of my experience, I would like to explain the basic kinds of weights and how to use them properly.

Whether or not you lift weights, you will probably be more interested in the speech when you realize the speaker knows what she is talking about.


Your credibility need not be based on firsthand knowledge and experience. It can come from reading, from classes, from interviews, from friends—as in these cases:

I have been interested in the history of the civil rights movement for several years, and I have read a number of books and articles about it.

The information I am going to share with you today comes mostly from my biology class and an interview with Reyna Vasquez of the local Audubon Society.

I’ve learned a great deal about the problems of early childhood education from my mother, who is a teacher in the San Francisco school system.

Whatever the source of your expertise, be sure to let the audience know.


Establishing your goodwill is a slightly different problem. It is often ​crucial outside the classroom, where speakers have well-established reputations and may be identified with causes that arouse hostility among listeners. In such a situation, the speaker must try to defuse that hostility right at the start of the speech.2

Occasionally you may have to do the same thing in your classroom speeches. Suppose you advocate a highly unpopular position. You will need to make a special effort at the outset to ensure that your classmates will at least consider your point of view. This is how one student tried to minimize his classmates’ opposition at the start of a speech in favor of building more nuclear power plants to meet America’s energy needs during the 21st century.

Credibility: the audience’s perception of whether a speaker is qualified to speak on a given topic.

Goodwill: the audience’s perception of whether the speaker has the best interests of the audience in mind.
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The development of new nuclear power plants in the United States came to a standstill during the 1980s. As Discover magazine stated just last month, however, the time has come to look again at the benefits of nuclear power. Unlike fossil fuels, it does not contribute to the greenhouse effect; it does not leave America at the mercy of ​foreign oil; and, with advances in technology, it is much safer than before.


That is why I am speaking in favor of building more nuclear power plants to meet our future energy needs. I know that most of you oppose nuclear power—I did, too, until I started researching this speech. Today I would like to share with you some of the facts I have found. I know I can’t change all your minds. But I do ask you to listen with an open mind and to consider the merit of my arguments.

What reasonable listener could ignore such a sincere, forthright plea?

Preview the Body of the Speech

As we saw in Chapter 3, most people are poor listeners. Even good listeners need all the help they can get in sorting out a speaker’s ideas. One way to help your listeners is to tell them in the introduction what they should listen for in the rest of the speech. Here is an excellent example, from a speech by biotechnologist Tony L. White at the Columbia University School of Public Health:


I’m pleased to be here with you, and I’m honored to have been asked to deliver this year’s Weiss lecture. . . .


Today I’d like to talk about some of the promises associated with the mapping of the human genome. I’ll explain some of the opportunities that have emerged from reaching this milestone, and the impact I think it will have on public health. Finally, I’ll call your attention to some of the challenges and issues that accompany this achievement.3
Caption:

Using the introduction to establish goodwill is often a major concern for speakers who deal with controversial public issues—as in the case of U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan.
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After this introduction, there was no doubt about White’s topic or the main points he would cover in his lecture.


In some types of persuasive speeches, you may not want to reveal your central idea until later in the speech. But even in such a situation you must be sure your audience is not left guessing about the main points they should listen for as the speech unfolds. Nearly always, you should include some preview statement similar to the following:

In order for you to understand why the mariachis are significant to Hispanic culture, I will be giving you a brief overview of the history of the mariachi, what the word “mariachi” means, their style of dress, and the ways they are used in entertainment today.

Today I’d like to share some of this information with you by first exposing the presence of insects in our everyday foods. Then we’ll consider a history of edible insects, next their nutritional value, and finally we’ll see what the possibilities are for making insects a more prevalent part of our diet.

As you can see, I use a scooter to get around campus, and I have found that this campus is inaccessible due to the uncleared snow. I’d like to share that problem with you and then share my solution.


Preview statements such as these serve another purpose as well. Because they usually come at the very end of the introduction, they provide a smooth lead-in to the body of the speech. They signal that the body of the speech is about to begin.


There is one other aspect you may want to cover in previewing your speech. You can use your introduction to give specialized information—​definitions or background—that your listeners will need if they are to understand the rest of the speech. Often you can do this very quickly, as in the following examples:

“Cryonics” is the science of freezing human organs or body parts in liquid nitrogen to preserve them for later use.

A “triathlon” is a race made up of three different events completed in succession. The events are usually swimming, biking, and running, though canoeing is sometimes substituted for one of these.


In other circumstances, you may have to explain an important term in more detail. Here is how one student handled the problem in a speech about the Underground Railroad used by slaves to escape from the South before the Civil War. Although most people have heard the phrase ​“Underground Railroad,” many are not sure exactly what it means. Knowing this, the speaker took time in her introduction to give a precise ​definition:


The term “Underground Railroad” was first used about 1830. But in fact, the ​Underground Railroad was neither underground nor a railroad. It was an informal ​network that provided runaway slaves food, clothing, directions, and places to hide on their escape routes to the North and to Canada.

Preview statement: a statement in the introduction of a speech that identifies the main points to be discussed in the body of the speech.

View these preview statements from student speeches.

CD 1: Video 9.3
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Why was it called the Underground Railroad? Because of its secrecy and because many of the people involved used railroad terms as code words. Hiding places, for ​example, were called “stations,” and people who helped the slaves were called “conductors.” Over the years, the Underground Railroad helped thousands of slaves make their way from bondage to freedom.

Sample Introduction with Commentary

So far we have seen many excerpts showing how to fulfill the various ​objectives of an introduction. Now here is a complete introduction from a student speech. The side comments indicate the principles used in ​developing the introduction.

Canine Companions

Introduction

The doorbell rings. Instantly, Frances jumps up from where she has been sitting, spins around three times, and runs back and forth from the door to the sofa. Next she hops onto the sofa and begins bouncing up and down. Is Frances deranged? No, Frances is a “canine companion,” and she has just alerted her deaf owner to the fact that a visitor is at the door.


Canine companions are dogs that have been trained to assist people who are hearing-impaired or who have physical disabilities. In addition to answering the door, canine companions perform a wide range of tasks that include locking and unlocking wheelchairs, turning light switches on and off, retrieving books from shelves, even fetching a beer from the refrigerator. According to Smithsonian magazine, there are some 3,500 canine companions at work throughout the United States, in addition to the 7,000 “seeing eye” dogs that help guide blind people.


I became interested in canine companions two years ago when my older sister, who was paralyzed in a car accident, received a canine companion named Lucky. Since then I have learned about the subject by watching Lucky, by talking with my sister, and by reading a number of articles and pamphlets.


As a result of my sister’s accident, I have also gained a greater appreciation of the fact that being physically disabled is the one minority we can all join at any time. Due to an ​accident or serious illness, any of us could one day be in a situation where we—or someone we love—might require the services of a canine companion. So this afternoon I would like to tell you about canine companions—how they are trained and the many benefits they provide for the people they assist.

Commentary

The speaker uses a story to gain attention. This story works particularly well because it is richly detailed and arouses our curiosity about Frances’s peculiar behavior.

Now the speaker reveals her topic. She ​defines what canine companions are and uses statistics to show how many are currently at work. This helps strengthen the ​audience’s interest.

The speaker does an excellent job of establishing her credibility and explaining her personal interest in the topic.

Here the speaker relates the topic directly to her audience and suggests why they should care about it.

By previewing the main points of her speech, the speaker lets her audience know what to listen for. She also provides a good lead-in to the body of the speech.
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Tips for Preparing the Introduction

1.
Keep the introduction relatively brief. Under normal circumstances it should not constitute more than about 10 to 20 percent of your speech.

2.
Be on the lookout for possible introductory materials as you do your research. File them with your notes, so they will be handy when you are ready for them.

3.
Be creative in devising your introduction. Experiment with two or three different openings and choose the one that seems most likely to get the audience interested in your speech. (Don’t hesitate to discard a “great” introduction that doesn’t quite fit your speech. You’ll think of another great one.)

4.
Don’t worry about the exact wording of your introduction until you have finished preparing the body of the speech. After you have determined your main points, it will be much easier to make final decisions about how to begin the speech.

5.
Work out your introduction in detail. Some teachers recommend that you write it out word for word; others prefer that you outline it. Whichever method you use, practice the introduction over and over until you can ​deliver it smoothly from a minimum of notes and with strong eye contact. This will get your speech off to a good start and give you a big boost of ​confidence.

The Conclusion

“Great is the art of beginning,” said Longfellow, “but greater the art is of ending.” Longfellow was thinking of poetry, but his insight is equally applicable to public speaking. Many a speaker has marred an otherwise fine speech by a long-winded, silly, or antagonistic conclusion. Your closing remarks are your last chance to drive home your ideas. Moreover, your final impression will probably linger in your listeners’ minds. Thus you need to craft your conclusion with as much care as your introduction.


No matter what kind of speech you are giving, the conclusion has two major functions:


• To let the audience know you are ending the speech.


• To reinforce the audience’s understanding of, or commitment to, the central idea.

Let us look at each.

Signal the End of the Speech

It may seem obvious that you should let your audience know you are ​going to stop soon. However, you will almost certainly hear speeches in your class in which the speaker concludes so abruptly that you are taken by surprise. Even in casual conversation you expect some signal that the talk is coming to an end. You are taken aback when the person you are talking with suddenly 

The Speech Introduction Checklist can help you prepare your speeches.

CD 1: Speech Checklist
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walks off without warning. The same is true of speechmaking. Too sudden an ending leaves the audience puzzled and unfulfilled.


How do you let an audience know your speech is ending? One way is through what you say. “In conclusion,” “One last thought,” “In closing,” “My purpose has been,” “Let me end by saying”—these are all brief cues that you are getting ready to stop.


You can also let your audience know the end is in sight by your manner of delivery. The conclusion is the climax of a speech. A speaker who has carefully built to a peak of interest and involvement will not need to say anything like “in conclusion.” By use of the voice—its tone, pacing, intonation, and rhythm—a speaker can build the momentum of a speech so there is no doubt when it is over.


One method of doing this has been likened to a musical crescendo. As in a symphony in which one instrument after another joins in until the ​entire orchestra is playing, the speech builds in force until it reaches a zenith of power and intensity.4 (This does not mean simply getting louder and louder. It is a combination of many things, including vocal pitch, choice of words, dramatic content, gestures, pauses—and possibly loudness.)


A superb example of this method is the memorable conclusion to ​Martin Luther King’s “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop,” the speech he delivered the night before he was assassinated in April 1968. Speaking to an audience of 2,000 people in Memphis, Tennessee, he ended his speech with a stirring declaration that the civil rights movement would succeed despite the many threats on his life:


Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place, but I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will, and he’s allowed me to go up to the mountain, and I’ve looked over and I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you, but I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get to the Promised Land. So I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything; I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.5

Another effective method might be compared to the dissolve ending of a concert song that evokes deep emotions: “The song seems to fade away while the light on the singer shrinks gradually to a smaller and smaller circle until it lights only the face, then the eyes. Finally, it is a pinpoint, and disappears with the last note of the song.”6 Here is a speech ending that does much the same thing. It is from General Douglas MacArthur’s moving farewell to the cadets at the U.S. Military Academy:


In my dreams I hear again the crash of guns, the rattle of musketry, the strange, mournful mutter of the battlefield. But in the evening of my memory always I come back to West Point. Always there echoes and re-echoes: duty, honor, country.


Today marks my final roll call with you. But I want you to know that when I cross the river, my last conscious thoughts will be of the Corps, and the Corps, and the Corps.


I bid you farewell.7
The final words fade like the spotlight, bringing the speech to an emotional close.

Crescendo ending: a conclusion in which the speech builds to a zenith of power and intensity.

Dissolve ending: a conclusion that generates emotional appeal by fading step-by-step to a dramatic final statement.

View the ending of Martin Luther Kings’s “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop.”

CD 1: View 9.4
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You may think that you couldn’t possibly end a speech with that much pathos—and you’d be right. MacArthur was an eloquent speaker discussing a grave issue with extraordinary poignance. This combination rarely occurs. But that doesn’t mean you can’t use the dissolve ending effectively. One student used it with great effect in a speech about visiting her grandparents’ family farm as a young girl. During the body of the speech, the student spoke about the sights and sounds of the farm, the love and laughter she shared there as a child. Then, in conclusion, she evoked the images and sentiments of the farm one last time to create a moving dissolve ending:


Now, as with so much of our childhood, the farm is no longer the same. Grandpa is gone. The barn has been rebuilt. The softball sits idly on the shelf. Grandma no longer cooks her huge family dinners. Going to the farm is different without these pleasures. But still the memories remain. I can still see the fields. I can still smell the hay. I can still hear the laughter. I can still feel the love.


Both the crescendo and the dissolve endings must be worked out with great care. Practice until you get the words and the timing just right. The benefits will be well worth your time.

Reinforce the Central Idea

The second major function of a conclusion is to reinforce the audience’s understanding of, or commitment to, the central idea. There are many ways to do this. Here are the ones you are most likely to use.

Summarize Your Speech

Restating the main points is the easiest way to end a speech. One student used this technique effectively in her persuasive speech about the need for universal health care in the United States:


In conclusion, we have seen that there are definite problems with the equality and economics of the health care system in the United States which are affecting our citizens and our nation as a whole. I have shown you a viable solution that our entire country would benefit from. Using Canada’s system, or one similar to it, would ensure that a much greater percentage of the population receives the health care they need.


Now it is time for our country, considered to be the most advanced in the world, to stop lagging behind other countries in caring for its citizens and begin ​setting an example of how a country can truly prosper under a universal health care plan.


The value of a summary is that it explicitly restates the central idea and main points one last time. But as we shall see, there are more imaginative and compelling ways to end a speech. They can be used in combination with a summary or, at times, in place of it.

To read these speeches by King and MacArthur, log on to the Top 100 American Speeches of the 20th Century at www.mhhe.com/lucas8.

Online Learning Center

View the conclusion of Alice Pearson, “Universal Health Care.”

CD 1: Video 9.5
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End with a Quotation

A quotation is one of the most common and effective devices to conclude a speech. Here is a fine example, from a speech on the misuse of television advertisements in political campaigns:


We cannot ignore the evils of television commercials in which candidates for the highest offices are sold to the voters in 30-second spots. These ads cheapen the elective process and degrade our political institutions. In the words of historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “You cannot merchandise candidates like soap and hope to preserve a rational democracy.”


The closing quotation is particularly good because its urgency is exactly suited to the speech. When you run across a brief quotation that so perfectly captures your central idea, keep it in mind as a possible conclusion.

Make a Dramatic Statement

Rather than using a quotation to give your conclusion force and vitality, you may want to devise your own dramatic statement. Some speeches have become famous because of their powerful closing lines. One is Patrick Henry’s legendary “Liberty or Death” oration. It takes its name from the final sentences Henry uttered on March 23, 1775, as he exhorted his audience to resist British tyranny:


Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty, or give me death.8
Caption:

The conclusion is your last chance to drive home your ideas. Successful speakers such as Bill Moyers craft their endings with great care to leave a strong final impression.

The Conclusion

241


Although your classroom speeches are not likely to become famous, you can still rivet your listeners—as Henry did—with a dramatic concluding statement. What follows is a particularly striking example, from a speech on suicide prevention. Throughout the speech, the student referred to a friend who had tried to commit suicide the previous year. Then, in the conclusion, she said:


My friend is back in school, participating in activities she never did before—and ​enjoying it. I’m happy and proud to say that she’s still fighting for her life and even ​happier that she failed to kill herself. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here today trying to help you. You see, I am my “friend,” and I’m more than glad to say, I’ve made it.

As you can imagine, the audience was stunned. The closing lines brought the speech to a dramatic conclusion.


Here is another example of the same technique—this time from a less unusual situation:


It is so easy to label the homeless as “bums” and “bag ladies.” It is also easy to see them as people who are just looking for a handout—and often we give it to them and walk away. But as we have seen, most homeless people are not simply looking for a handout—they are reaching for a hand. Don’t you think we should extend it to them?

This conclusion works because it takes the listener slightly by surprise and creates a lingering impression in the audience. Here the speaker made it even more effective by pausing for just a moment before the last sentence and by using his voice to give the closing words extra emotional force.

Refer to the Introduction

An excellent way to give your speech psychological unity is to conclude by referring to ideas in the introduction. This is an easy technique to use, and it may give your speech an extra touch of class. Here is how one student used the method in her speech about cryonics, the process of freezing people after death in the hope that medical science will be able to revive them in the ​future:

Introduction:
The time is now. Imagine your mother or father has suffered a heart attack. Deprived of its vital blood supply, a part of their heart is dying. Or imagine your grandmother or grandfather lying nearly motionless in their nursing home bed. Advanced age, complicated by pneumonia, is about to end their lives. Or imagine a close friend has just entered the hospital with a massive systemwide infection. AIDS has left their body ravaged by multiple diseases.


For most people, these circumstances would herald the end of life. Today’s medicine can no longer help them. But all of you may be able to meet again in the far future. Does this sound like science ​fiction? Perhaps. But it may one day be possible. How? Through the process of cryonics.
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In the body of her speech the student explained the origins of cryonics, the scientific methods used to freeze people, and the problems that must be overcome if they are to be thawed and returned to life in the future. Then, in her conclusion, she returned to the scenarios mentioned in her introduction to tie the whole speech together:

Conclusion:
So think again of your father or mother suffering a heart attack, your grandmother or grandfather dying of pneumonia, or your close friend stricken with AIDS. If they chose to be buried or ​cremated in traditional fashion, their physical minds and bodies would be ​destroyed. That is ​absolutely certain. By contrast, being cryonically frozen offers some small chance that they may be revived in the ​future. Even if that chance is small, it’s more than no chance at all.


Summarizing the speech, ending with a quotation, making a dramatic statement, referring to the introduction—all these techniques can be used separately. But you have probably noticed that speakers often combine two or more in their conclusions. Actually, all four techniques can be fused into one—for example, a dramatic quotation that summarizes the central idea while referring to the introduction.


One other concluding technique is making a direct appeal to your audience for action. This technique applies only to a particular type of persuasive speech, however, and will be discussed in Chapter 15. The four methods covered in this chapter are appropriate for all kinds of speeches and occasions.

Sample Conclusion with Commentary

How do you fit these methods together to make a conclusion? Here is an example, from the speech about canine companions whose introduction we looked at earlier (page 236).

Conclusion

We have seen, then, that training a canine companion takes a great deal of time and money—up to $10,000 per dog. We have also seen that people who receive the dogs must go through their own training to make sure they and their dog will work as a team. Finally, we have seen the amazing tasks ​canine companions can perform to help people with physical ​disabilities enjoy more independent lives.


It has now been two years since my sister received her canine companion. During that time, Lucky has become her hands, her feet, and her best friend. She says of Lucky, “I don’t know what I would do without him. He has given my life new meaning.”

Commentary

The speaker gives an excellent summary of her speech. This is particularly important when you are speaking to inform because it gives you one last chance to make sure the audience remembers your main points.

By referring to her sister, whom she had mentioned in the introduction, the speaker unifies the entire speech. Her closing quotation reinforces the central idea and ends the speech on a strong note.

View the beginning and ending of Jayne Richer, “Cryonics.”

CD1: Video 9.6
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Tips for Preparing the Conclusion

1.
As with the introduction, keep an eye out for possible concluding ​materials as you research and develop the speech.

2.
Conclude with a bang, not a whimper. Be creative in devising a ​conclusion that hits the hearts and minds of your audience. Work on several possible ​endings, and select the one that seems likely to have the greatest impact.

3.
Don’t be long-winded. The conclusion will normally make up no more than about 5 to 10 percent of your speech. Nothing aggravates audiences more than a speaker who says “In conclusion” and then drones on interminably.

4.
Don’t leave anything in your conclusion to chance. Work it out in detail, and give yourself plenty of time to practice delivering it. Many students like to write out the conclusion word for word to guarantee it is just right. If you do this, make sure you can present it smoothly, confidently, and with feeling—without relying on your notes or sounding wooden. Make your last impression as forceful and as favorable as you can.

Summary

First impressions are important. So are final impressions. This is why speeches need strong introductions and conclusions.


In most speech situations you need to accomplish four objectives with your introduction—get the attention and interest of the audience, reveal the topic of your speech, establish your credibility and goodwill, and preview the body of the speech. Gaining attention and interest can be done in several ways. You can show the importance of your topic, especially as it relates to your audience. You can startle or question your audience or arouse their curiosity. You can begin with a quotation or a story.


Be sure to state the topic of your speech clearly in your introduction; otherwise, your audience may be confused and wonder where the speech is going. Establishing credibility means that you tell the audience why you are qualified to speak on the topic at hand; establishing goodwill, although less important for classroom speeches than for speeches outside the classroom, may be necessary if your point of view is unpopular. Previewing the body of the speech helps the audience listen effectively and provides a smooth lead-in to the body of the speech.


The conclusion of a speech is particularly important, because the final impression is often what will stick in your listeners’ minds. The conclusion has two major objectives—to let the audience know you are ending the speech, and to reinforce their understanding of, or commitment to, your central idea. Too sudden an ending may leave your audience puzzled; it is ​always a good idea to alert them that you are finishing. You can do this ​either by your words or by your manner of delivery.


You can use a number of techniques to reinforce your central idea in the conclusion. They include summarizing the speech, ending with a pertinent quotation, making a dramatic statement, and referring to the ​introduction. Sometimes you may want to combine two or more of these techniques. Be creative in devising a vivid, forceful conclusion.

The Speech Conclusion Checklist can help you prepare your speeches.

CD 1: Speech Checklist
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Key Terms

rhetorical question (229)

credibility (233)

goodwill (233)

preview statement (235)

crescendo ending (238)

dissolve ending (238)

Review Questions

After reading this chapter, you should be able to answer the following questions:

1. What are four objectives of a speech introduction?

2. What are seven methods you can use in the introduction to get the attention and interest of your audience?

3. Why is it important to establish your credibility at the beginning of your speech?

4. What is a preview statement? Why should you nearly always include a preview statement in the introduction of your speech?

5. What are five tips for preparing your introduction?

6. What are the major functions of a speech conclusion?

7. What are two ways you can signal the end of your speech?

8. What are four ways to reinforce the central idea when concluding your speech?

9. What are four tips for preparing your conclusion?

Exercises for Critical Thinking

1. Here are six speech topics. Explain how you might relate each to your classmates in the introduction of a speech.

Social Security
laughter

illiteracy
steroids

soap operas
blood donation

2. Think of a speech topic (preferably one for your next speech in class). Create an introduction for a speech dealing with any aspect of the topic you wish. In your introduction be sure to gain the attention of the audience, to reveal the topic and relate it to the audience, to establish your credibility, and to preview the body of the speech.

3. Using the same topic as in Exercise 2, create a speech conclusion. Be sure to let your audience know the speech is ending, to reinforce the central idea, and to make the conclusion vivid and memorable.

Notes

Applying the POWER of Public Speaking

Since leaving college with a degree in education, you have been a classroom teacher, high-school principal, and now assistant superintendent in a large urban school district—the same district in which you, yourself, attended high school. Because of your excellent public speaking skills, you have been chosen to represent the district at a meeting of parents, alumni, and neighborhood residents called to protest the closing of the city’s oldest high school. With 1,200 current students and thousands of graduates still in the city, the school has produced many top scholars, as well as championship athletic teams.


At the meeting, you will need to explain the decision to close the school and to demolish the 1907 building. Architects, engineers, and city planners agree that renovation of the old structure is impractical and that the city’s changing population requires construction of a new school in a new location.


As a graduate of the high school, you understand the feelings of people who want it to remain open. As a member of the school district administration, you understand why it must be closed. You also know that if your speech is to be persuasive, you must use the introduction to establish your credibility and goodwill so the audience will be willing to listen receptively to what you say in the body.


Write a draft of your introduction. In it, be sure to address all four functions of a speech introduction discussed in this chapter.
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