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Listening
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It was a hot afternoon in May. The professor of ancient history was lecturing on the fall of the Roman Empire. She began: "Yesterday we discussed the political and social conditions that weakened the empire from within. Today we will talk about the invasions that attacked the empire from the outside--the Visigoths from the northwest, the Ostrogoths from the northeast, the Vandals from the south, the Huns from the west, and Homer Simpson from the southeast."

Nobody batted an eye. Nobody looked up. The classroom was quiet, except for the scratch of pens as the students took notes--presumably recording Homer ​Simpson as an invader of the Roman Empire.

This story illustrates what one research study after another has revealed--most people are shockingly poor listeners. We fake paying attention. We can look right at someone, appear interested in what that person says, even nod our head or smile at the appropriate moments--all without ​really ​listening.


Not listening doesn't mean we don't hear. Hearing is a physiological process, involving the vibration of sound waves on our eardrums and the firing of electrochemical impulses from the inner ear to the central auditory system of the brain. But listening involves paying close attention to, and making sense of, what we hear. Even when we think we are listening carefully, we usually grasp only 50 percent of what we hear. After 24 hours we can remember only 10 percent of the original message.1 It's little wonder that listening has been called a lost art.2

Listening Is Important

Although most people listen poorly, there are exceptions. Top-flight business executives, successful politicians, brilliant teachers--nearly all are excellent listeners. So much of what they do depends on absorbing information that is given verbally--and absorbing it quickly and accurately. If you had an interview with the president of a major corporation, you might be shocked (and flattered) to see how closely that person listened to your words. One business executive admitted, "Frankly, I had never thought of listening as an important subject by itself. But now that I am aware of it, I think that perhaps 80 percent of my work depends upon my listening to someone, or upon someone listening to me."3


In our communication-oriented age, listening is more important than ever. This is why, in most companies, effective listeners hold higher positions and are promoted more often than people who are ineffective listeners.4 When business managers are asked to rank-order the communication skills most crucial to their jobs, they usually rank listening number one.5 Listening is so important that in one survey of America's Fortune 500 companies, almost 60 percent of the respondents said they provide some kind of listening training for their employees.6


Even if you don't plan to be a corporate executive, the art of listening can be helpful in almost every part of your life. This is not surprising when you realize that people spend more time listening than doing any other communicative activity--more than reading, more than writing, more even than speaking.
hearing: the vibration of sound waves on the eardrums and the firing of electrochemical impulses in the brain.
listening: Paying close attention to, and making sense of, what we hear.
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Think for a moment about your own life as a college student. Close to 90 percent of class time in U.S. colleges and universities is spent listening to discussions and lectures. A number of studies have shown a strong correlation between listening and academic success. Students with the highest grades are usually those with the strongest listening skills. The reverse is also true--students with the lowest grades are usually those with the ​weakest listening skills.7


There is plenty of reason, then, to take listening seriously. Employers and employees, parents and children, wives and husbands, doctors and patients, students and teachers--all depend on the apparently simple skill of listening. Regardless of your profession or walk of life, you never escape the need for a well-trained ear.


Listening is also important to you as a speaker. It is probably the way you get most of your ideas and information--from television, radio, conversation, and lectures. If you do not listen well, you will not understand what you hear and may pass along your misunderstanding to others.


Besides, in class--as in life--you will listen to many more speeches than you give. It is only fair to pay close attention to your classmates' speeches; after all, you want them to listen carefully to your speeches. An excellent way to improve your own speeches is to listen attentively to the speeches of other people. One student, reflecting on her speech class, said, "As I listened to the speeches, I discovered things that seemed to work--things I could try. I also learned what didn't work--what to avoid. That helped a lot in my own speeches." Over and over, teachers find that the best speakers are usually the best listeners.


A side benefit of your speech class is that it offers an ideal opportunity to work on the art of listening. During the 95 percent of the time when you are not speaking, you have nothing else to do but listen and learn. You can sit there like a stone--or you can use the time profitably to master a skill that will serve you in a thousand ways.

Listening and Critical Thinking

One of the ways listening can serve you is by enhancing your skills as a critical thinker. We can identify four kinds of listening:8


•
Appreciative listening--listening for pleasure or enjoyment, as when we listen to music, to a
comedy routine, or to an entertaining speech.


•
Empathic listening--listening to provide emotional support for the speaker, as when a psychiatrist
listens to a patient or when we lend a sympathetic ear to a friend in distress.


•
Comprehensive listening--listening to understand the message of a speaker, as when we attend a
classroom lecture or listen to directions for finding a friend's house.


•
Critical listening--listening to evaluate a message for purposes of accepting or rejecting it, as
when we listen to the sales pitch of a used-car dealer, the campaign speech of a political candidate,
or the closing ​arguments of an attorney in a jury trial.
appreciative listening: Listening for pleasure or enjoyment
empathic listening: Listening to provide emotional support for a speaker
comprehensive listening: Listening to understand the message of a speaker.
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Although all four kinds of listening are important, this chapter deals primarily with the last two--comprehensive listening and critical listening. They are the kinds of listening you will use most often when listening to speeches in class, when taking lecture notes in other courses, when communicating at work, and when responding to the barrage of commercials, political messages, and other persuasive appeals you face every day in our fast-paced society. They are also the kinds of listening that are most closely tied to critical thinking.


As we saw in Chapter 1, critical thinking involves a number of skills. Some of those skills--summarizing information, recalling facts, distinguishing main points from minor points--are central to comprehensive ​listening. Other skills of critical thinking--separating fact from opinion, spotting weaknesses in reasoning, judging the soundness of evidence--are especially important in critical listening. When you engage in comprehensive listening or critical listening, you must use your mind as well as your ears. When your mind is not actively involved, you may be hearing, but you are not listening.9 In fact, listening and critical thinking are so closely ​allied that training in listening is also training in how to think.10


At the end of this chapter, we'll discuss steps you can take to improve your skills in comprehensive and critical listening. If you follow these steps, you may also become a better critical thinker at the same time.

Four Causes of Poor Listening

Not Concentrating

The brain is incredibly efficient. Although we talk at a rate of 120 to 150 words a minute, the brain can process 400 to 800 words a minute.11 This would seem to make listening very easy, but actually it has the opposite effect. Because we can take in a speaker's words and still have plenty of spare "brain time," we are tempted to interrupt our listening by thinking about other things. And thinking about other things is just what we do. Here's what happens:


Rico Salazar is the youngest member of the public relations team for a giant oil company. He is pleased to be included in the biweekly staff meetings. After two dozen or so meetings, however, he is beginning to find them tedious.


This time the vice president is droning on about executive speechwriting--an area in which Rico is not directly concerned. The vice president says, "When the draft of a speech hits the president's desk . . ."

"Desk," thinks Rico. "That's my big problem. It's humiliating to have a metal desk when everyone else has wood. There must be some way to convince my boss that I need a new wooden desk." In his imagination, Rico sees himself behind a handsome walnut desk. He is conducting an interview, and his visitor is so ​impressed . . .

Sternly, Rico pulls his attention back to the meeting. The vice president has moved on to a public relations problem in Latin America. Rico listens carefully for a while, ​until he hears the words "especially in the Caribbean."

critical listening: Listening to evaluate a message for purposes of accepting or rejecting it.
spare "brain time": The difference between the rate at which most people talk (120 to 150 words a minute) and the rate at which the brain can process language (400 to 800 words a minute).
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"Oh, if only I could get away for a winter vacation this year," he thinks. He is lost in a reverie featuring white beaches, tropical drinks, exotic dances, scuba diving, ​sailboats, himself tanned and windblown . . .

". . . will definitely affect salary increases this year" brings him back to the meeting with a jolt. What did the vice president say about salary increases? Oh, well, he can ask someone else after the meeting. But now the vice president is talking about budgets. All those dreary figures and percentages . . . And Rico is off again.


His date last night, Celine, really seemed to like him and yet . . . Was it something he did that made her say goodnight at the door and go inside alone? Could she have been that tired? The last time she invited him in for coffee. Of course, she really did have a rough day. Anybody can understand that. But still . . .

". . . an area Rico has taken a special interest in. Maybe we should hear from him." Uh, oh! What area does the vice president mean? Everyone is looking at Rico, as he tries frantically to recall the last words said at the meeting.


It's not that Rico meant to lose track of the discussion. But there comes a point at which it's so easy to give in to physical and mental distractions--to let your thoughts wander rather than to concentrate on what is being said. ​After all, concentrating is hard work. Louis Nizer, the famous trial lawyer, says, "So complete is this concentration that at the end of a court day in which I have only listened, I find myself wringing wet despite a calm and casual manner."12


Later in this chapter, we will look at some things you can do to concentrate better on what you hear.

Listening Too Hard

Until now we have been talking about not paying close attention to what we hear. But sometimes we listen too hard. We turn into human sponges, soaking up a speaker's every word as if every word were equally important.
Caption:

People spend more time listening than in any other communicative activity. One benefit of your speech class is that it can help improve your listening skills in a variety of situations.
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We try to remember all the names, all the dates, all the places. In the process we often miss the speaker's point by submerging it in a morass of details. What is worse, we may end up confusing the facts as well.


Shortly after graduating from college, Erik Nakamura landed an excellent job at a graphics design firm. Knowing that he had never been good at budgeting his money, he was determined to improve and to begin thinking about his long-range economic future. When his employer circulated an e-mail announcing a financial planning workshop, Erik signed up right away.


The first session was about retirement planning. Simone Fisher, who was conducting the workshop, explained that 7 of 10 Americans between the ages of 22 and 35 do not have either a monthly budget or a regular savings plan. Erik wrote down every number Simone mentioned.


"If you want to have a retirement income equal to 75 percent of your current salary," Simone continued, "you will need to invest at least 6 percent of your present earnings, and beyond that you need to figure in future inflation rates. We have set aside time this afternoon to meet with you personally to calculate your individual savings needs. In the meantime, I want to stress that the most important thing is to start saving now."


Erik wrote furiously to record all the statistics Simone cited. When she opened the floor for questions, Erik raised his hand and said, "I have two questions. When is the best time to start saving for retirement? And how am I supposed to figure out my ​savings target if I don't know what inflation rates will be in the future?"

This is a typical example of losing the speaker's point by concentrating on details. Erik had fixed his mind on remembering all the statistics in ​Simone's presentation--period. In doing so, he blocked out the main ​message--that it is best to start saving now and that he would get help ​developing an individual plan.

Rather than trying to remember everything a speaker says, efficient listeners usually concentrate on main ideas and evidence. We'll discuss these things more thoroughly later in the chapter.

Jumping to Conclusions

Renee Anello, a recent college graduate, took a job as an editorial assistant in the research department of a regional magazine. Shortly after Renee arrived, the editor in charge of the research department left the magazine for another job. For the next two months, Renee struggled to handle the work of the research department by herself. She often felt in over her head, but she knew this was a good opportunity to learn, and she hated to give up her new ​responsibilities.


One day Seiji Tomasu, the editor in chief of the magazine, comes into Renee's office to talk. The following conversation takes place:

Seiji:
You've done a great job these last two months, Renee. But you know we really need a new editor.
So we've decided to make some changes.

Renee:
I'm not surprised. I know I've made my share of mistakes.

Seiji:
Everyone makes mistakes when they're starting out. And you've been carrying a lot of
responsibility. Too much. That's why . . .
Renee:
That's okay. I'm grateful to have had a chance to try my hand at this. I know I'm inexperienced,
and this is an important department.
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Seiji:
Yes, it is. And it's not an easy job. We really need an editor and an assistant to handle all the work.
That's why I wanted to tell you . . .
Renee:
You're right, of course. I hope you've found somebody good to be the new editor.

Seiji:
I think so. But, Renee, I don't think you understand . . .
Renee:
No, I understand. I knew all along that I was just filling in.

Seiji:
Renee, you're not listening.

Renee:
Yes, I am. You're trying to be nice, but you're here to tell me that you've hired a new editor and
I'll be going back to my old job.

Seiji:
No, that's not it at all. I think you've done a fine job under difficult circumstances. You've proved
yourself, and I intend to make you the editor. But I think you'll need an assistant to help you.


Why is there so much confusion here? Clearly, Renee is unsure about her future at the magazine. Although she has worked hard, she knows she has made some mistakes that a more experienced person might have avoided. So when Seiji starts to talk about making some changes, Renee jumps to a conclusion and assumes the worst. The misunderstanding could have been avoided if, when Seiji had said, "We've decided to make some changes," Renee had asked, "What changes?"--and then listened.


This is one form of jumping to conclusions--putting words into a speaker's mouth. It is one reason why we sometimes communicate so poorly with people we are closest to. Because we are so sure we know what they mean, we don't listen to what they actually say. Sometimes we don't even hear them out.


Another way of jumping to conclusions is prematurely rejecting a speaker's ideas as boring or misguided. We may decide early on that a speaker has nothing valuable to say. Suppose you are passionately committed to animal rights and a speaker's announced topic is "The Importance of Animals to Scientific Research." You may decide in advance not to listen to anything the speaker has to say. That would be a mistake. You might pick up useful information that could either strengthen or modify your thinking. In another situation, you might jump to the conclusion that a speech will be boring. Let's say the announced topic is "Looking Toward Jupiter: Science and the Cosmos." It sounds dull. So you tune out--and miss a fascinating discussion of possible extraterrestrial life-forms.


Nearly every speech has something to offer you--whether it be information, point of view, or technique. You are cheating yourself if you ​prejudge and choose not to listen.

Focusing on Delivery and Personal Appearance

Even though Tim and Suzanne had been born in Nebraska, they had lived in ​Brooklyn for 15 years and had come to love it. But when Suzanne's company offered her a ​promotion and a new position in the Omaha office, they decided to move.


Soon after they arrived in Omaha, Suzanne saw a notice in the local paper about an Audubon Society lecture on the annual Sandhill Crane migration. She asked Tim if he'd like to attend, and they decided to go the following weekend. "This may come
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as a surprise," Tim said when they arrived at the lecture, "but I'm really looking forward to this. I remember watching the crane migration with my grandfather when I was a kid. It's an amazing spectacle."

The speaker, a professor at a nearby college, began by discussing the geography of the migration and pointing out the stretch of wetlands on the Platte River where half a million cranes stop every year. He explained how cranes have followed the same route from Mexico to Alaska for more than 9 million years, and he showed dramatic color slides of the birds that had most of the audience spellbound.


"That was great," exclaimed Suzanne when they got back to the car. "I definitely want to see the migration next spring." But Tim was scowling. "What's wrong?" Suzanne asked.


"I know you're going to think this is stupid," Tim began, "but once I realized the speaker had a Brooklyn accent, I didn't hear a word he said."

"But you love Brooklyn," Suzanne protested. "That professor is a great speaker, and he gave a terrific presentation."

"I know, I know," Tim admitted. "I guess I just wanted him to sound like my ​grandfather."

This story illustrates a very common problem. We tend to judge people by the way they look or speak and therefore don't listen to what they say. Some people become so distracted by a speaker's accent, personal appearance, or vocal mannerisms that they lose sight of the message. As in Tim's case, this can happen even when a listener is interested in the topic and looking forward to the presentation. Focusing on a speaker's delivery or personal appearance is one of the major sources of interference in the speech communication process, and it is something we always need to guard against.

How to Become a Better Listener

Take Listening Seriously

The first step toward becoming a better listener is to accord listening the seriousness it deserves. Good listeners are not born that way. They have worked at learning how to listen effectively. Good listening does not go hand in hand with intelligence, education, or social standing. Like any other skill, it comes from practice and self-discipline. Check your current skills as a listener by completing the Listening Self-Evaluation form on page 63 (Figure 3.1).13 Once you have identified your shortcomings as a listener, make a serious ​effort to overcome them.

Be an Active Listener

So many aspects of modern life encourage us to listen passively. We listen to a CD while studying or listen to the television while moving about from room to room. Parents listen to their children while fixing dinner; students listen to a lecture while doing the crossword puzzle; television reporters listen to a politician's speech while walking around the auditorium looking for their next interview.

This type of passive listening is a habit--but so is active listening. Active listeners give their undivided attention to the speaker in a genuine ​effort to understand his or her point of view. In conversation, they do not ​interrupt
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Figure 3.1
How often do you indulge in the following 10 bad listening habits? Check youself carefully in each one.

Habit
Frequency

	
	Almost
Always
	Usually
	Sometimes
	Seldom
	Almost never
	SCORE

	1. Giving in to mental distractions

2. Giving in to physical distractions

3. Trying to recall everything a speaker says

4. Rejecting a topic as uninterresting before hearing the speaker

5. Faking paying attention

6. Jumping to conclusions about a speaker's meaning

7. Deciding a speaker is wrong before hearing everything she or he has to say

8. Judging a speaker on a personal appearance

9. Not paying attention to a speaker's evidence

10. Focusing on delivery rather than on what the speaker says
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	TOTAL


How to score:

For every "almost always" checked, give youself a score of
 2

For every "usually" checked, give yourself a score of
 4

For every "sometimes" checked, give yourself a score of
 6

For every "seldom" checked, give yourself a score of
 8

For every "almost never" checked, give yourself a score of
10

Total score interpretation:
Below 70
You need lots of training in listening.

From 71-90
You listen well.

Above 90
You listen exceptionally well.
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the speaker or finish his or her sentences. When listening to a speech, they do not allow themselves to be distracted by internal or external interference, and they do not prejudge the speaker. They take listening seriously and do the best they can to stay focused on the speaker and his or her message.


Of course, there are some situations in which active listening is not ​necessary--when you are joking around with friends or talking casually with a stranger while waiting in line. But there are many more situations in which active listening is imperative. If you develop the habit of being an active ​listener, you will reap the rewards in your schoolwork, in your personal and family relations, and in your career.14


There are a number of steps you can take to improve your skills of active listening. They include resisting distractions, not allowing yourself to be diverted by a speaker's appearance or delivery, suspending judgment until you have heard the speaker out, focusing your listening, and developing note-taking skills. We'll discuss each of these in turn.

Resist Distractions

In an ideal world, we could eliminate all physical and mental distractions. In the real world, however, this is not possible. Because we think so much faster than a speaker can talk, it's easy to let our attention wander while we listen. Sometimes it's very easy--when the room is too hot, when construction machinery is operating right outside the window, when the speaker is tedious. But our attention can stray even in the best of circumstances--if for no other reason than a failure to stay alert and make ourselves ​concentrate.


Whenever you find this happening, make a conscious effort to pull your mind back to what the speaker is saying. Then force it to stay there. One way to do this is to think a little ahead of the speaker--try to anticipate what will come next. This is not the same as jumping to conclusions. When you jump to conclusions, you put words into the speaker's mouth and don't actually listen to what is said. In this case you will listen--and measure what the speaker says against what you had anticipated.


Another way to keep your mind on a speech is to review mentally what the speaker has already said and make sure you understand it. Yet another is to listen between the lines and assess what a speaker implies verbally or says nonverbally with body language. Suppose a politician is running for reelection. During a campaign speech to her constituents she makes this statement: "Just last week I had lunch with the President, and he assured me that he has a special concern for the people of our state." The careful listener would hear this implied message: "If you vote for me, there's a good chance more tax money will flow into the state."

To take another example, suppose a speaker is introducing someone to an audience. The speaker says, "It gives me great pleasure to present to you my very dear friend, Nadine Zussman." But the speaker doesn't shake hands with Nadine. He doesn't even look at her--just turns his back and leaves the podium. Is Nadine really his "very dear friend"? Certainly not.


Attentive listeners can pick up all kinds of clues to a speaker's real message. At first you may find it difficult to listen so intently. If you work at it, however, your concentration is bound to improve.
active listening: Giving undivided attention to a speaker in a genuine effort to understand the speaker's point of view.
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Don't Be Diverted by Appearance or Delivery

If you had attended Abraham Lincoln's momentous Cooper Union speech of 1860, this is what you would have seen:


The long, ungainly figure upon which hung clothes that, while new for this trip, were evidently the work of an unskilled tailor; the large feet and clumsy hands, of which, at the outset, at least, the orator seemed to be unduly conscious; the long, gaunt head, capped by a shock of hair that seemed not to have been thoroughly brushed out, made a picture which did not fit in with New York's conception of a finished statesman.15

But although he seemed awkward and uncultivated, Lincoln had a powerful message about the moral evils of slavery. Fortunately, the audience at Cooper Union did not let his appearance stand in the way of his words.


Similarly, you must be willing to set aside preconceived judgments based on a person's looks or manner of speech. Gandhi was a very unimpressive-looking man who often spoke dressed in a simple white cotton cloth. ​Helen Keller, deaf and blind from earliest childhood, always had trouble articulating words distinctly. Renowned physicist Stephen Hawking is severely disabled and can speak only with the aid of a voice synthesizer. Yet ​imagine if no one had listened to them. Even though it may tax your tolerance, patience, and concentration, don't let negative feelings about a speaker's ​appearance or delivery keep you from listening to the message.


On the other hand, try not to be misled if the speaker has an unusually attractive appearance. It's all too easy to assume that because someone is good-looking and has a polished delivery, he or she is speaking eloquently.
Caption:

Effective liesteners take their task seriously. If you approach listening as a active process, you will significantly sharpen your powers of concentration and comprehension.
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Some of the most unscrupulous speakers in history have been handsome people with hypnotic delivery skills. Again, be sure you respond to the message, not to the package it comes in.

Suspend Judgment

Unless we listen only to people who think exactly as we do, we are going to hear things with which we disagree. When this happens, our natural inclination is to argue mentally with the speaker or to dismiss everything she or he says. But neither response is fair--to the speaker or to ourselves. In both cases we blot out any chance of learning or being persuaded.


Does this mean you must agree with everything you hear? Not at all. It means you should hear people out before reaching a final judgment. Try to understand their point of view. Listen to their ideas, examine their evidence, assess their reasoning. Then make up your mind. The aim of active listening is to set aside "one's own prejudices, frames of reference and desires so as to experience as far as possible the speaker's world from the inside."16 If you're sure of your beliefs, you need not fear listening to opposing views. If you're not sure, you have every reason to listen carefully. It has been said more than once that a closed mind is an empty mind.

Focus Your Listening

As we have seen, skilled listeners do not try to absorb a speaker's every word. Rather, they focus on specific things in a speech. Here are three suggestions to help you focus your listening.

Listen for Main Points

Most speeches contain from two to four main points. Here, for example, are the main points of a recent speech on women's health issues delivered by AARP President Tess Canja:17

1. Women are living longer, healthier lives today than ever before.

2. There is still a shortage of research that takes gender differences into ​account when considering medical diagnosis, prevention, and treatment.
3. Public policy needs to be adjusted to account for the growing majority of women among America's elderly population.

4. Women should take charge of their own personal health through awareness, prevention, and public activity.

These four main points are the heart of Canja's message. As with any speech, they are the most important things to listen for.


Unless a speaker is terribly scatterbrained, you should be able to detect her or his main points with little difficulty. Often a speaker will give some idea at the outset of the main points to be discussed in the speech. For ​example, at the end of her introduction, Canja said, "Today I'm going to ​focus on four key areas." Noticing this, a sharp listener would have been prepared for a speech with four main points. Canja also gave a preview statement identifying each of the points before she started the body of her speech.
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THE INTERNET Connection

Just as there are organizations devoted to public speaking, so there is a major group devoted to the study of listening. It's called the International Listening Association and you can visit its website at www.listen.org.


Do you wish you could listen to the words of historical figures such as Amelia Earhart, Winston Churchill, Mohandas Gandhi, and Malcolm X? You can by loggin on to The History Channel: Great Speeches (www.historychannel.com/speeches/index.html).

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

ONLINE LEARNING CENTER
As the speech progressed, she enumerated each point to help her audience keep track of them. After this, only the most inattentive of listeners could have been in the dark about Canja's main points.

Listen for Evidence

Identifying a speaker's main points, however, is not enough. You must also listen for supporting evidence. By themselves, Canja's main points are only assertions. You may be inclined to believe them just because they come from the president of a major national organization. Yet a careful listener will be concerned about evidence no matter who is speaking. Had you been listening to Canja's speech, you would have heard her support her claims about the special health needs facing women with a mass of verifiable evidence. Here is an excerpt:


Eighty percent of people with osteoporosis are women. Women who smoke are 20 to 70 percent more likely to develop lung cancer than men who smoke the same amount. Women are more likely to suffer from autoimmune diseases--including rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, and multiple sclerosis. Nearly 26.4 million of the 42.7 ​million Americans with arthritis are women. By the age of 65, 80 percent of women report some problem with arthritis. . . .

Heart disease kills more women than all kinds of cancer combined. Women are more likely to suffer a second heart attack within one year of their first heart attack. More women die from heart disease than men.


There are four basic questions to ask about a speaker's evidence:


Is it accurate?


Is it taken from objective sources?


Is it relevant to the speaker's claims?


Is it sufficient to support the speaker's point?


In Canja's case, the answer to each question is yes. Her figures about the incidence of osteoporosis, lung cancer, autoimmune conditions, arthritis, and heart disease among women are well established in the public record and can be verified by independent sources. The figures are clearly relevant
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to Canja's claim that women need to take special health issues into account as they age, and they are sufficient to support that claim. If Canja's ​evidence were inaccurate, biased, irrelevant, or insufficient, you should be wary of accepting her claim.


We shall discuss these--and other--tests of evidence in detail in Chapters 7 and 16. For now, it's enough to know that you should be on guard against unfounded assertions and sweeping generalizations. Keep an eye out for the speaker's evidence and for its accuracy, objectivity, relevance, and sufficiency.

Listen for Technique

We said earlier that you should not let a speaker's delivery distract you from the message, and this is true. However, if you want to become an effective speaker, you should study the methods other people use to speak effectively. When you listen to speeches--in class and out--focus above all on the content of a speaker's message; but also pay attention to the techniques the speaker uses to get the message across.


Analyze the introduction: What methods does the speaker use to gain attention, to relate to the audience, to establish credibility and goodwill? Assess the organization of the speech: Is it clear and easy to follow? Can you pick out the speaker's main points? Can you follow when the speaker moves from one point to another?


Study the speaker's language: Is it accurate, clear, vivid, appropriate? Does the speaker adapt well to the audience and occasion? Finally, diagnose the speaker's delivery: Is it fluent, dynamic, convincing? Does it strengthen or weaken the impact of the speaker's ideas? How well does the speaker use eye contact, gestures, and visual aids?


As you listen, focus on the speaker's strengths and weaknesses. If the speaker is not effective, try to determine why. If he or she is effective, try to pick out techniques you can use in your own speeches. If you listen in this way, you will be surprised how much you can learn about successful speaking.

Develop Note-Taking Skills

Speech students are often amazed at how easily their teacher can pick out a speaker's main points, evidence, and techniques. Of course, the teacher knows what to listen for and has had plenty of practice. But the next time you get an opportunity, watch your teacher during a speech. Chances are she or he will be listening with pen and paper. When note taking is done properly, it is a surefire way to improve your concentration and keep track of a speaker's ideas.


The key words here are when done properly. Unfortunately, many people don't take notes effectively. Some try to write down everything a speaker says. They view note taking as a race, pitting their handwriting agility against the speaker's rate of speech. As the speaker starts to talk, the note taker starts to write. But soon the speaker is winning the race. In a desperate effort to keep up, the note taker slips into a scribbled writing style with incomplete sentences and abbreviated words. Even this is not enough. The speaker pulls so far ahead that the note taker can never catch up. Finally, the note taker concedes defeat and spends the rest of the speech grumbling in frustration.18
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Some people go to the opposite extreme. They arrive armed with pen, notebook, and the best of intentions. They know they can't write down ​everything, so they settle comfortably in their seats and wait for the speaker to say something that grabs their attention. Every once in a while the speaker rewards them with a joke, a dramatic story, or a startling fact. Then the note taker seizes pen, jots down a few words, and leans back dreamily to await the next fascinating tidbit. By the end of the lecture the note taker has a set of tidbits--and little or no record of the speaker's important ideas.


As these examples illustrate, most inefficient note takers suffer from one or both of two problems: they don't know what to listen for, and they don't know how to record what they do listen for. The solution to the first problem is to focus on a speaker's main points and evidence. But once you know what to listen for, you still need a sound method of note taking.


Although there are a number of systems, most students find the key-word outline best for listening to classroom lectures and formal speeches. As its name suggests, this method briefly notes a speaker's main points and supporting evidence in rough outline form. Suppose a speaker says:


Elephants have long been hunted for their ivory tusks. In the 1920s thousands of elephants were killed to meet demand in the United States for 60,000 ivory billiard balls every year and hundreds of thousands of piano keys. Today the ivory trade is centered in the Far East--especially Japan and China--where ivory ornaments are highly prized.
Caption:

Research confirms that listening carefully and taking effective notes are vital skills for success in college. They will also benefit you in countless situations throughout life.
key-word outline: An outline that briefly notes a speaker's main points and supporting evidence in rough outline form.
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According to Time magazine, more than 3,900 tons of ivory were imported into Hong Kong alone during the 1980s. That represents the death of more than 400,000 elephants.


Despite international agreements designed to reduce the ivory trade, poaching ​continues to take its toll. As recently as 1980, 1.3 million elephants roamed Africa. According to the World Wildlife Federation, today that number has been reduced by at least 50 percent, and in some locations by more than 75 percent. U.S. News and World Report states that if the carnage continues, elephants will be threatened with extinction.

A key-word note taker would record something like this:


Elephants long hunted

 
1920s--U.S.

 
Today--Far East

 
 Hong Kong: 3,900 tons

 
 Death of 400,000 elephants


How serious a problem?

 
1.3 million elephants in 1980

 
Reduced by 50–75 percent today

 
U.S. News: could threaten extinction


Notice how brief the notes are. They contain only 35 words (compared with the speaker's 155), yet they accurately summarize the speaker's ideas. Also notice how clear the notes are. By separating main points from subpoints and evidence, the outline format shows the relationships among the speaker's ideas.


Perfecting this--or any other--system of note taking requires practice. But with a little effort you should see results soon. As you become a better note taker, you will become a better listener. There is also a good chance you will become a better student. Common sense and experience suggest that students who take effective notes usually receive higher grades than those who do not.19

Summary

Most people are poor listeners. Even when we think we are listening carefully, we usually grasp only half of what we hear, and we retain even less. Improving your listening skills can be helpful in every part of your life, including speechmaking. The best speakers are often the best listeners. Your speech class gives you a perfect chance to work on your listening skills as well as your speaking skills.


The most important cause of poor listening is giving in to physical and mental distractions. Many times we let our thoughts wander rather than concentrating on what is being said. Sometimes, however, we listen too hard. We try to remember every word a speaker says, and we lose the main message by concentrating on details. In other situations, we may jump to conclusions and prejudge a speaker without hearing out the message. Finally, we often judge people by their appearance or speaking manner instead of listening to what they say.


You can overcome these poor listening habits by taking several steps. First, take listening seriously and commit yourself to becoming a better listener. Second, work at being an active listener. Give your undivided attention to the
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speaker in a genuine effort to understand her or his ideas. Third, resist distractions. Make a conscious effort to keep your mind on what the speaker is saying. Fourth, try not to be diverted by appearance or delivery. Set aside preconceived judgments based on a person's looks or manner of speech.


Fifth, suspend judgment until you have heard the speaker's entire ​message--even if you think you are going to disagree. Sixth, focus your listening by paying attention to main points, to evidence, and to the speaker's techniques. Finally, develop your note-taking skills. When done properly, note taking is an excellent way to improve your concentration and to keep track of a speaker's ideas. It almost forces you to become a more attentive and creative listener.
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Review Questions

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

1. What is the difference between hearing and listening?

2. How is listening connected with critical thinking?

3. Why is it important to develop strong listening skills?

4. What are the four main causes of poor listening?

5. What are seven ways to become a better listener?

Exercises for Critical Thinking

1. Which of the four causes of poor listening do you consider the most important? Choose a specific case of poor listening in which you were ​involved. Explain what went wrong.

2. Using the Listening Self-Evaluation form on page 63, undertake a candid evaluation of your major strengths and weaknesses as a listener. Explain what steps you need to take to become a better listener.

3. Watch the lead story this week on "60 Minutes," "20/20," or another news magazine program. Using the key-word method of note taking, record the main ideas of the story.

4. Choose a lecture in one of your other classes. Analyze what the lecturer does most effectively. Identify three things the lecturer could do better to help students keep track of the lecture.
ONLINE LEARNING CENTER
For further review, go to the Study Questions for this chapter.

Review these terms by doing the Chapter 3 crossword puzzle at www.nhhe.com/lucas8.

CD 1: STUDY QUESTIONS
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APPENDIX
Giving Your First Speech
You may be surprised to learn that one of your first assignments is to give a speech. You say to yourself, "What am I going to do? I have barely started this course, yet I'm supposed to stand up in front of the whole class and give a speech! I've only read a few pages in the textbook, and I don't know much about public speaking. Where do I begin?"

If these are your thoughts, you aren't alone. Most beginning speech students have a similar reaction. Fortunately, giving your first speech sounds a lot harder than it is. The purpose of this appendix is to help you get started on preparing and delivering your speech.

Preparing Your Speech

Usually a brief, simple presentation, the first assignment is often called an ice-breaker speech because it is designed to "break the ice" by getting students up in front of the class as soon as possible. This is an important step because much of the anxiety associated with public speaking comes from a lack of experience giving speeches. Once you have broken the ice by giving a speech, you will feel less anxious and will have taken the first step on the road to developing sound public speaking habits that lead to confidence.

Developing the Speech

There are a number of possible assignments for the first speech. One is a speech of self-introduction that provides insight into the speaker's background, personality, beliefs, or goals. In other cases, students are asked to introduce a classmate, rather than themselves. Some instructors require yet a different kind of speech. No matter which you are assigned, be sure to focus your presentation sharply so it conforms to the assigned time limit. One of the most common mistakes students make on their first speech is trying to cover too much material. You should select a limited number of points and illustrate them clearly.


It would be impossible, for example, to tell your audience everything about your life in a two-or three-minute speech. A better approach would be to focus on one or two major events that have helped define who you are--competing in the state track meet, volunteering to tutor disadvantaged children, getting your first job, and the like. This allows you to make a few well-developed points about a clearly defined subject.


On the other hand, avoid the temptation to narrow the focus of your topic too much. Few listeners would be pleased to hear a two-or three-minute discussion of advanced trumpet-playing techniques. Such a speech would be too specialized for most classroom audiences.


Once you have a topic for your speech, be creative in developing it. Think of ways to make your presentation mysterious or suspenseful. Suppose you are telling the audience about your "brush with greatness," in which you met a celebrity, visited a famous place, or participated in a newsworthy event. Rather than identifying the celebrity at the outset, you might
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save his or her name for the end of your speech. As your story unfolds, ​tantalize your classmates with clues about your celebrity's gender, physical characteristics, special talents, and the like, but keep the name a secret until the last moment. The idea is to hold your classmates on the edges of their seats as they listen.


In addition to mystery and suspense, audiences are naturally interested in dangerous situations, adventure, and drama. If your task is to introduce a fellow student, find out if she or he has ever been in danger. Suppose your classmate went on a white-water rafting expedition and fell overboard. The story of how this person was rescued would be very dramatic. Or perhaps you spent a year in Africa with the Peace Corps. The details of such an adventure would make excellent material for a speech of self-introduction.


If you think about it, every person has faced risk, done the unusual, or triumphed over hardship. Try to find ways to include such fascinating experiences in your speech.


You can also make your speech interesting by using colorful, descriptive language. One speaker used this technique when introducing a fellow student, named Reva, to the class. The speaker began by saying:


Drawers pulled open. Clothes scattered all over the floor. A little girl with white blonde curls is digging through her father's chest of drawers. "At last," she exclaims. "I found you." She pulls the expensive European cigars out from the drawer and holds them triumphantly in the sun. Little Reva was not going to let her father ruin his health. Without hesitation, she hoists the cigars out the open window and skips out of the room.


This speaker could have said, "When she was young, our classmate Reva threw her father's cigars out the window because she didn't want him to smoke." Instead, the speaker painted a word picture so her listeners could visualize the chest of drawers, the scattered clothes, the little girl's blonde curls, and the expensive European cigars. Colorful and concrete ​illustrations like this are always more interesting than dull language and abstract generalizations.


You might wonder whether you should use humor to make your first speech entertaining. Audiences love witty remarks, jokes, and funny situations, but like anything else, humor is only effective when done well. It should flow naturally out of the speech content rather than being contrived. If you are not normally a funny person, you are better off giving a sincere, enthusiastic speech and leaving out the jokes. In no case should you include humor that involves obscenity, embarrasses individuals, or negatively stereotypes groups of people. The best kind of humor gently pokes fun at ourselves or at universal human foibles.

Organizing the Speech

View the beginning of Kristin Berg, "A Family Tradition."

CD 1: VIDEO A1.1.

Regardless of your topic, your speech will have three main parts--an ​introduction, a body, and a conclusion. Your first job in the introduction is to get the attention and interest of the audience. You can do this by posing a question, telling a story, making a startling statement, or opening with a
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quotation. The purpose of all these methods is to create a dramatic, colorful opening that will make your audience want to hear more.


For an excellent example, look at the speech excerpt on CD 1, Video A1.2. The speaker's assignment was to present a narrative about a significant ​experience in her life. This is how she began:


Her name was Kiyomi. She was a mysterious Japanese dancer. Last autumn I got to meet her. How, you ask. Well, actually, she was a character in a play. I met her the day I became her. That day was one of the happiest days of my life. I wanted that part so desperately it was all I could think about. Being Kiyomi was one of the most ​memorable experiences of my life.

After this introduction, the speaker's classmates were eager to hear more about Kiyomi and her role in the speaker's life.


In addition to gaining attention and interest, the introduction should orient your listeners toward the subject matter of your speech. In the longer speeches you will give later in the term, you will usually need to provide an explicit preview statement that identifies the main points to be discussed in the body of your speech. (For example, "Today I will inform you about the symptoms, causes, and treatment of hepatitis C." Or "This afternoon we will explore the problem of childhood obesity in the United States and look at some solutions to the problem.")


Because your introductory speech is so short, you may not need as detailed a preview statement. But you still need to give your audience a clear sense of the topic and purpose of your speech. Look back for a moment at the introduction about Kiyomi quoted earlier. Notice how it moves from arousing curiosity about the identity of Kiyomi to letting the audience know that the rest of the speech will focus on why "becoming" Kiyomi was one of the most significant experiences in the speaker's life. By the end of the introduction, there is no doubt about the topic of the speech. (Be sure to check with your instructor to see what kind of preview statement he or she prefers for the introductory speech.)


After getting the audience's attention and revealing your topic, you are ready to move into the body of your speech. In some speeches, the body seems to organize itself. If you have been assigned to tell a story about a significant experience in your life, you will relate the events in the order they occurred. The basic structure for such a speech is chronological: "This happened; then this happened; then this happened."

But not all speeches follow such a format. Suppose you have been asked to give a presentation introducing a classmate. You could organize the most important biographical facts about your subject in chronological order, but this might result in a dull, superficial speech: "In 1985 Alicia was born in Cleveland, attended King Elementary School from 1990 to 1997, and graduated from South High School in 2003."

A better way of structuring your remarks might be to discuss three of the most important aspects of Alicia's life, such as hobbies, career goals, and family. This is called the topical method of organization, which subdivides the speech topic into its natural, logical, or conventional parts. Although there are many other ways to organize a speech, your first presentation will probably use either chronological or topical order.
View the beginning of Gurpreet Paul, "Kiyomi and Me."
CD 1: VIDEO A1.2.
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Regardless of the method of organization you use, remember to limit the number of main points in the body of your speech. If you have too many points, your audience will struggle to recognize the most important ideas. In a two-minute speech, you won't have time to develop more than two or three main points.


Once you have selected those points, make sure each one focuses on a single aspect of the topic. For example, if your first point concerns your classmate's hometown, don't introduce irrelevant information about her job or favorite music. Save this material for a separate point, or cut it from the speech altogether.


Try to make your main points stand out by introducing each with a transition statement. In a speech introducing a classmate, you might begin the first main point by saying:


Erin's family moved a great deal throughout her childhood.

When you reach the second point, you might introduce it like this:


Moving a lot led to Erin's outgoing nature and confidence in making friends. In fact, she has friends all around the world with whom she corresponds regularly over e-mail.

You have now let your audience know that the first main point is over and that you are starting the second one. The third main point might begin as follows:


Corresponding with people all over the world is more than just a hobby for Erin, since she is majoring in international relations.

Transition statements such as these will help your audience keep track of your main ideas.


When you finish discussing your final point, you will be ready to move into your conclusion. You need to accomplish two tasks in this part of the speech. First, you should let the audience know you are about to finish your speech. Second, you should reinforce the major theme of the speech.


If possible, try to end on a dramatic, clever, or thought-provoking note. For example, in the speech whose introduction we looked at earlier, the student devoted the body of her speech to explaining how she won the role of Kiyomi and what happened when she performed the role on stage. Then, in her conclusion, she wrapped up by saying:


I needed this experience to appreciate who I was. I realized that I should be myself and not long to be someone else. So what if I'm not the most graceful or feminine person? So what if I don't possess all the wonderful characteristics of Kiyomi? I am still me--not a character in a play. Yet by playing that character, I learned one of the most important lessons of my life. I learned that by becoming a woman who never was, I became proud of who I am.

The final lines bring the speech to a dramatic close and underscore why the experience of playing Kiyomi was so important to the speaker.
View the ending of Gurpreet Paul, "Kiyomi and Me."
CD 1: VIDEO A1.3
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Delivering Your Speech

Once you have selected a subject and organized the content into a clear structure, it is time to work on the delivery of your speech. Because this is your first speech of the term, no one expects you to give a perfectly polished presentation. Your aim is to do as well as possible while also laying a foundation you can build upon in later speeches. With this is mind, we'll look briefly at the extemporaneous method of speech delivery, the importance of rehearsing your speech, and some of the major factors to consider when speech day arrives.

Speaking Extemporaneously

You might be inclined, as are many beginning speakers, to write out your speech like an essay and read it word for word to your listeners. The other extreme is to prepare very little for the speech--to wing it by trusting to your wits and the inspiration of the moment. Neither approach is appropriate for your introductory talk. Reading your speech from a manuscript runs the risk of poor eye contact with the audience and a stiff, unenthusiastic delivery. On the other hand, ad-libbing is a recipe for disaster. The outcome is usually an aimless talk that either is embarrassingly short or rambles on far too long.


Most experts recommend speaking extemporaneously, which combines the careful preparation and structure of a manuscript presentation with the spontaneity and enthusiasm of an unrehearsed talk. Your aim in an extemporaneous speech is to plan your major points and supporting material without trying to memorize the precise language you will use on the day of the speech.


The extemporaneous method requires you to know the content of your speech quite well. In fact, when you use the extemporaneous method properly, you become so familiar with the substance of your talk that you need only a few brief notes to remind you of the points you intend to cover. The notes should consist of key words or phrases that jog your memory, rather than of complete sentences and paragraphs. This way, when you stand up in front of the audience, you will tell them what you know about the topic in your own words.


Prepare your notes by writing or printing key terms and phrases on index cards or sheets of paper. Some instructors require students to use ​index cards because they are small and unobtrusive, don't rustle or flop over, and can be held in one hand, which allows the speaker to gesture more easily. Other teachers recommend sheets of paper because you can get more information on them and because it is easier to print out computer files on paper. If you are unsure what your instructor prefers, be sure to ask well before your speech is due.


Whether you use index cards or sheets of paper, your notes should be large enough to decipher clearly at arm's length. Many experienced speakers prefer to double-or triple-space their notes because this makes it easier to see them at a glance during the speech. Write or print on one side only of the index card or paper, and use the fewest notes you can manage and still present the speech fluently and confidently.
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You can see an example of extemporaneous delivery on CD 1, Video A1.4. The speaker, Katherine Hillman, is giving a speech of self-introduction using a personal object--in this case, a shoe--to explain something important about herself. As you view the excerpt from Katherine's speech, notice how her points are well planned, yet she is not tied to a manuscript. She walks away from the lectern, holds up her shoe, and points to things on it that reflect different aspects of her life. All the while, she speaks directly to her classmates and makes strong eye contact with them.


At first, it may seem very demanding to deliver a speech extemporaneously. In fact, you already have a great deal of experience using the ​extemporaneous method in everyday conversation. Do you read from a manuscript when you tell your friends an amusing story or relate the events of a trip or an unusual experience? Of course not. You recall the essential details of your story and tell the tale to different friends, on different occasions, using somewhat different language each time. You feel relaxed and confident with your friends, so you just tell them what is on your mind in a conversational tone. You should try to do the same thing in your speech.

Rehearsing the Speech

When you watch a truly effective extemporaneous speaker, the speech comes out so smoothly that it seems almost effortless. In fact, that smooth delivery is the result of a great deal of practice. As your speech course progresses, you will gain more experience and will become more comfortable delivering your speeches extemporaneously.


The first time you rehearse your introductory speech, however, you will probably struggle. Words may not come easily, and you may forget some things you planned to say. Don't become discouraged. Keep going and complete the speech as well as you can. Concentrate on gaining control of the ideas rather than on trying to learn the speech word for word. Every time you practice, you will get better and better.


For this approach to work, you must rehearse the speech out loud. Looking silently over your notes is not enough. Speaking the words aloud will help you master the content of your talk. Once you have a fairly good grasp of the speech, ask friends or family members to listen and to give constructive feedback. Don't be shy about asking. Most people love to give their opinion about something, and it's crucial that you rehearse with a live audience before presenting the speech in class.


As you practice, time your speech to make sure it is neither too long nor too short. Because of nerves, most people talk faster during their first speech than when they practice it. When you rehearse at home, make certain your speech runs slightly longer than the minimum time limit. That way, if your speaking rate increases when you get in front of your classmates, your speech won't end up being too short.


Don't be surprised if the timing of your speech varies somewhat as you practice. It would be a bad sign if your speech took exactly the same amount of time during each rehearsal, because that would indicate that you were reading it from manuscript or had memorized it verbatim.
View an excerpt from Katherine Hillman, "A Mile in My Shoes."
CD 1: VIDEO A1.4
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Presenting the Speech

When it is your turn to speak, move to the front of the room and face the audience. Assume a relaxed but upright posture. Plant your feet a bit less than shoulder-width apart and allow your arms to hang loosely by your side. Arrange your notes before you start to speak. Then take a moment to look over your audience and to smile. This will help you establish rapport with your classmates from the start.


Once you are into the speech, feel free to use your hands to gesture, but don't worry overly about planning your gestures ahead of time. If you don't normally use your hands expressively during informal conversation, then you shouldn't feel compelled to gesture a lot during your speech. Whatever gestures you do use should flow naturally and spontaneously from your feelings.


Above all, don't let your gestures or bodily actions distract listeners from your message. Do your best to avoid nervous mannerisms such as twisting your hair, wringing your hands, shifting your weight from one foot to the other, rocking back and forth, tapping your fingers on the lectern, or jingling coins in your pockets. No matter how nervous you feel, try to appear calm and relaxed.


During your talk, look at your classmates as often as you can. One of the major reasons for speaking extemporaneously is to maintain eye contact with your audience. In your own experience, you know how much more impressive a speaker is when she or he looks at the audience while ​speaking.


If you have practiced the extemporaneous method of delivery and prepared your notes properly, you should be able to maintain eye contact with your audience most of the time. Be sure to look to the left and right of the room, as well as the center, and avoid the temptation to speak exclusively to one or two sympathetic individuals. When you are finished speaking, your classmates should have the impression that you established a personal connection with each of them.


Try to use your voice as expressively as you would in normal conversation. Concentrate on projecting to the back of the room. Unless you see your classmates cringing and covering their ears, you will probably not be too loud. Despite your nerves, fight the temptation to race through your speech. If you make a conscious effort to speak up, slow down, and project clearly, you will be on the right track to an effective presentation.


Look, for example, at CD 1, Video A1.5, which presents excerpts from two ice breaker speeches given by students at the University of Wisconsin. Neither student had taken a public speaking class before, yet both rose to the occasion by focusing on the basic elements of delivery we have just discussed. As you watch the video, notice how both--despite their ​nervousness--convey a sense of poise and confidence, establish strong eye contact with their classmates, and use the extemporaneous method of delivery to communicate personably and expressively. Work on doing the same in your first speech.


Finally, as we saw in Chapter 1, remember that it's normal to be nervous before delivering a speech. You can deal with your nerves by preparing thoroughly, thinking positively, and visualizing yourself giving a ​successful speech. If you have butterflies in your stomach before delivering your speech, sit quietly in your chair and take several slow, deep breaths.
View excerpts from Sakhouy Lay, "My Eye on the World," and Bekah Diehl, "The Rare Phobia."
CD 1: VIDEO A1.5
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You can help reduce your tension by tightening and relaxing your leg muscles, or by squeezing your hands together and then releasing them. Keep in mind that while you may be anxious about giving your speech, usually your nervousness will not be visible to your audience.


All the topics discussed in this appendix are developed in much more detail in the rest of this book. As the course progresses, you will acquire more knowledge about how to prepare and present a speech, and you will gain experience as a speaker.


For now, keep your introductory assignment in perspective. Remember that neither your audience nor your instructor expects perfection. You are not a professional speaker, and this is the first speech of the class. Do your best on the assignment and have fun with it. Plan what you want to say, organize the material clearly, practice thoroughly, and use the extemporaneous method of delivery. You may be surprised by how much you enjoy ​giving your first speech.

Sample Speeches with Commentary

The following speeches were presented by students in beginning speech classes at the University of Wisconsin. The first is a speech of self-​introduction; the second is a speech introducing a classmate. As you read the speeches, notice how clearly they are organized and how creatively they are developed.
The Rare Phobia (Commentary follows after speech)

Speech

Bekah Diehl

Everyone in the world today suffers from some kind of fear. However, about 4 to 5 percent experience a more severe form of fear known as phobias. Some of the most common phobias are claustrophobia, agoraphobia, which is the fear of public spaces, and arachnophobia, the fear of spiders. Then there are the more uncommon phobias--such as peladophobia, the fear of bald people, or geniophobia, the fear of chins. There is even a name for the fear of Friday the 13th--paraskevidekatriaphobia.


According to the latest count, there was a total of 530 named phobias. However, my particular phobia is so rare that it doesn't even have a name. It is simply called the fear of baseballs. That's right, you heard me, the fear of baseballs. I know it sounds stupid, but it's true. I am terrified of baseballs. Even holding one in my hand sends shivers down my spine.
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People don't understand this. They do not understand that this is a real fear. I know it's been said that the only thing to fear is fear itself. But that's not true. I'm not scared of being scared of baseballs. I'm scared of the ball itself--the hard, round object that is usually flying fast through the air.


But some people will fight to the death with me about this. For example, just this weekend I was at my friends' apartment and they found out that I have an extreme fear of baseballs. So what do they do? They decide they're going to help cure me of this fear by playing catch with the ball over my head. I get so scared that I have to leave the room and sit on the stairway. And believe me, this is not the first time something like this has happened.


You may be wondering how I acquired this phobia. I was about four years old and on a tee-ball team. I was just learning, so my catching skills weren't quite as good as they needed to be. Then, one day at practice, some guy threw a ball at me as hard as he could. He hit me directly in the head and knocked me out cold. Needless to say, I didn't stick with the sport, and ever since I've been scared to death of baseballs.


Now it's not like I hate the sport of baseball. I'm a huge Chicago Cubs fan--I can just never attend the games in ​person.


In conclusion, my unusual fear of baseballs is something real that I have to live with. And while it is inconvenient at times--like when I can't attend the Cubs' games or occasionally have to leave social situations--I take comfort in the fact that at least I'm not afraid of bald people, or public places, or spiders, or even Friday the 13th. So I suppose it could be worse.
Steady and True

Speech

Mike Davis II

As you hit the road with your best friend on a trip cross country in an old convertible, you see so many different sights that it's easy to overlook the one constant that is always in the same place and is always there. The lane divider is always present--dead center in the middle of the road. Our classmate Beth Michalski fits right in the middle--just like the lane divider.
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Beth was born right between her older sister Katie and her younger brother Max, by her parents Carol and Phil. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that when it comes to having fun, Beth usually sticks to the middle of the road. Even though she is a shy person, she loves to goof around and have a good time. She loves any water sport, whether it's waterskiing, swimming, or riding a wave runner, but she won't take it to the extreme by bungee jumping or skydiving. On the other hand, you won't catch Beth sitting around all day turning into a couch potato.


In fact, one of Beth's favorite activities is playing competitive volleyball. Her love for this game gives her a thirst comparable to the one you would get if you were on the open road on a hot day. And when you speed up while driving on the road, the lines speed faster too. This same thing happened to Beth while she played varsity volleyball in high school for three years--the competition increased, and so did her level of play.


She loves the game and plays with a fierce passion, but she knows it's not everything in life. She thought long and hard about whether she was going to play here at the university, but her thirst for the game was conquered by her hunger to achieve academic success, and so she decided to focus solely on her schoolwork.


Beth followed a road to college that was already paved and, to her, very familiar. She was born and raised here in Madison, Wisconsin, and she attended Edgewood High School, where she was a superb student. When it came time for college, she chose to stay close to home and attend the University of Wisconsin.


But just because Beth's going to college close to home doesn't mean she will never move in another direction. She aspires to become an interior decorator and designer in a large city such as New York. While there is no way to know whether she will in fact achieve this dream one day, we can all be sure that as Beth travels down the road of her life, she will be steady and constant as that middle lane divider.
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The Rare Phobia

Commentary for Bekah Diehl

Beginning with a series of statements about different kinds of phobias helps the speaker gain attention and arouses curiosity about where the speech will go next. The specific details make the introduction much more effective than if the speaker had simply said, "Lots of people suffer from phobias."
The speaker completes her introduction by revealing her particular phobia--the fear of baseballs. As you can see from CD 1: Video A1.5, she presents her ideas with strong eye contact and excellent vocal variety.

The speaker begins the body of her speech by clarifying the nature of her fear of baseballs.

This paragraph presents the first of two ​narratives in the body of the speech and ​illustrates the seriousness of the speaker's aversion to baseballs.

The speaker's second narrative explains how she acquired her fear of baseballs. As in the previous paragraph, she tells her story clearly and engagingly.

This paragraph provides an important clarification about the speaker's fear of baseballs and helps lead into her conclusion.

The speaker begins her conclusion by referring briefly to incidents discussed in the body of her speech. She then wraps everything up by returning to some of the ​phobias cited in her introduction. The last line is consistent with the lighthearted tone of the speech as a whole.
Steady and True

Commentary for Mike Davis II

This paragraph serves as the speaker's introduction. The opening lines get attention by relating to the audience. They also present a creative image--the middle lane divider--that the speaker will return to as a unifying theme throughout the speech. The final sentence identifies the subject of the speech and connects it to the image of the lane divider.

The speaker begins the body of his speech by presenting information about Beth's parents and siblings. Just as Beth was born in the middle, the speaker says, she usually sticks to the middle of the road when having fun. This continues the theme advanced in the introduction and provides a creative framework for the ideas discussed in this paragraph.

The speaker focuses on Beth's love for volleyball. He relates that love to the thirst one might experience driving down an open road on a hot day. He then compares Beth's experience playing volleyball in high school to the way the lines move faster as one speeds up while driving down the road.

The speaker finishes his discussion of Beth's interest in volleyball by explaining how her "thirst" for the game (mentioned in the previous paragraph) was balanced in college by her "hunger" for academic ​success.

Continuing the imagery he uses throughout the speech, the speaker talks about the "road" Beth followed in deciding to attend the University of Wisconsin.

The speaker notes Beth's dream of becoming an interior designer in a city such as New York. He then concludes by returning to the imagery of the middle lane divider. All in all, this speech is an excellent example of how one can use creativity to craft an interesting first speech.
