
4-H Public Speaking
Kansas 4-H members have been speaking skillfully 

before audiences for more than 100 years. It is often 
one of the things that people most remember about 
their 4-H experiences — before participating in 4-H, 
they could not speak comfortably in front of an audi-
ence. Thousands of youth have learned, through 4-H, 
the skills necessary to clearly organize and present 
ideas and instructions through project talks, demon-
strations, illustrated talks and public speaking. This 
fact sheet focuses on public speaking.

What is public speaking?
Public speaking is the skill of writing and deliver-

ing a persuasive, entertaining, informational or inspir-
ing speech on a given topic. It can be an effective way 
to present an important message.

Effective speakers are not necessarily polished or 
perfect. Instead, they are energetic, direct and open in 
their message. They are involved with their topic and 
their audience.

Picking a topic 
You may be assigned a topic. However, if you 

choose your own topic, it is important that you con-
sider three things: the occasion, the audience, and your 
own interests and capabilities.

Know the occasion 
When is the talk to be given? Be certain you have 

the correct date. Place the date on your calendar.
Find out the time of the meeting and the approxi-

mate time you will begin to talk. Find out how long 
the total program will last and how much time will be 
allotted for your use. 

You may make some changes in your delivery 
if you know your speech will be after several others 
— your audience may be bored or, following a meal, 
sleepy. Where is the talk to be given — in a public hall, 
church, school, community center or home?

Will the room be large or small? Will you have a 
speaker’s stand? If so, where will it be located? Will you 
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Public speaking at a glance
• To persuade, inform, entertain or inspire.

• For 4-H members 14 years and older.

•  Visuals are encouraged when they complement;  
do not use in competition.

• Questions are optional.

• Talks last 5 to 15 minutes.

use a microphone? Visit the location for your talk early 
in your preparations. If possible, try to set up the sur-
roundings so you will be comfortable. The more familiar 
you are with the setting, the less nervous you will be.

Know your audience 
If you know something about your audience (their 

ages, knowledge of your topic, how your topic will af-
fect them, etc.), you will be better able to plan a speech 
that speaks directly to them. Ask these questions:

•	Who	will	be	in	the	audience?	Why	are	they	there?
•	How	many	people	will	be	there?	You	must	know	

if you plan to distribute flyers or other materials.
•	Will	the	audience	be	predominantly	females,	

males or evenly mixed?
•	What	will	be	the	age	span	of	the	audience?
•	What	are	the	major	needs	and	interests	of	the	

audience? This is the key to your speech.

Know your interests and capabilities
The best way to assure a positive speaking experi-

ence is to talk about something you know. Suppose a 
group of civic leaders asks you to talk to them about 
4-H. You could look up all the statistics about new 
members, distribution of funds, how 4-H is organized at 
the local through national levels, and quote all the facts 
and figures. But because the information is unfamiliar to 
you, you’re likely to forget things or become very ner-
vous. It would be better to talk about things you know 
well — such as how 4-H has helped you. Stick to topics 
you care about, have thought about and have researched; 
then you’ll be an expert and interesting, too.
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Recheck the topic  
To see if your selected topic is suitable, ask yourself 

these questions:
•	Does	the	topic	fit	my	capabilities,	knowledge,	

experience and intelligence?
•	Does	the	topic	fit	my	audience?
•	Will	the	audience	be	interested?
•	Will	the	audience	feel	a	personal	connection	to	

the topic?
•	Does	the	topic	fit	the	occasion?
•	Can	the	topic	be	covered	properly	within	the	

time allotted?
It’s better to present a few short statements your 

audience will remember than to give a lot of details to an 
audience that has stopped paying attention. Try to limit 
your speech to 10 minutes or less, especially if you’re 
speaking at a dinner when people may be tired of sitting.

Organize and write your speech
When you have answered the questions above, 

you must put your thoughts into an organized, inter-
esting speech. 

The parts of a speech
Good speeches are made up of three parts: the 

introduction, the body, and the summary.
Introduction — About 15 percent
Body — About 80 percent
Summary — About 5 percent
Although the introduction comes first, the body 

of the speech contains the real message and should be 
prepared first.

1. Introduction  
The key to your speech is the introduction. The 

introduction should capture the audience’s attention 
immediately and should lead gracefully into the body 
of the speech.

When you have the audience’s attention, give them 
an idea of what you will be speaking about. Be brief 
and specific. Use only one type of introduction. Here 
are some ideas to help you put together an effective 
introduction:

•	Open	with	a	challenging	statement.	This	can	be	a	
great way to get attention, but make sure the chal-
lenge is inspiring, not offensive.

•	Tell	a	story	that	has	something	to	do	with	your	
topic. If you can’t think of one, check with your li-
brarian for a book of anecdotes to use in speeches.

•	Use	a	quotation.	Check	Bartlett’s	Familiar	Quo-
tations, or ask your librarian for other sources, 
including reputable Web sites.

•	State	a	startling	fact	related	to	your	subject.
•	Ask	the	audience	a	question.	

2. Body
Determine	the	purpose	for	your	speech.	Is	it	to	

entertain, to inform or to persuade the audience, or a 
combination? Write out the purpose of your speech in 
clear and precise terms. If your purpose is to entertain, 
the approach will be different than if the purpose is to 
inform or persuade.

Research your topic and take notes; use your own 
knowledge and experiences related to the topic. Put 
your ideas on paper; don’t rely on your memory. From 
the very start, write down your ideas. A small note-
book will do, but many people find that using 3" × 5" 
white index cards work best. The advantage of note 
cards is that if each contains only one idea or fact, the 
cards can be rearranged in the proper order when the 
speech is being organized. There is no purpose in re-
searching material you already know. Start your search 
on the Internet or in the library. Ask for the opinions 
of a librarian or people who are authorities on the sub-
ject you want to speak about.

Write	your	outline	after	your	notes	are	made.	Decide	
on three or four main points to be covered. List these 
main headings, and group your notes under the proper 
heading. Work on writing transitions between points, 
rather than jumping cold from one point to the next.

If you have some complex material or statistics to 
present, interpret or highlight the material with ex-
amples and visual aids.

As a rule of thumb, if you cannot clearly restate 
your message in three or four sentences, you are in-
cluding too much information or your content is fuzzy. 
It will likely confuse your audience.

3. Summary
The conclusion should emphasize your main points 

in a brief summary. Plan it well. Here are some sugges-
tions for planning your conclusion:

•	Summarize	important	points	one	by	one.
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•	Use	a	quotation	that	summarizes	the	importance	
of what you have said.

•	Ask	a	question.	For	example,	“What	can	you	and	
I do about this problem or situation?” Answer 
the question by stating clearly what can be 
gained by taking action and what can be lost if 
action is not taken. 

Practice delivery
Practice is important if you want to become a 

skilled	presenter.	Only	through	practice	can	improve-
ment be made and presentations polished. Try vid-
eotaping your presentation. It will help you see ways 
to improve your posture, eye contact, delivery speed, 
voice, enunciation, mannerisms and gestures, general 
appearance, demeanor (smile and other facial expres-
sions), and organization.

Visual aids
Visual aids — both on a  poster and electronic — 

can help the audience better understand and remember 
what you are telling them. Visuals should be used only 
if they make the speech more effective, and should not 
distract from it. They can help you remember what to 
do and say next and are preferred to note cards.

Written and revised by
Deryl	E.	Waldren,	4-H	Youth	Development	Specialist
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Other resources to help you
4-H Communication Fact Sheets: 

4H975 Kansas 4-H Project Talk Scoresheet

4H976 Kansas 4-H Demonstration and Illustrated Talk 
Scoresheet

4H977 Kansas 4-H Public Speaking Scoresheet

4H978 Kansas 4-H Presentation Overview

4H979 4-H Project Talks

4H980 4-H Demonstrations

4H981 4-H Demonstration or Illustrated Talk Outline Form

4H982 4-H Illustrated Talks

4H984 Effective Presentation Tips

4H985 Preparing and Using Visual Aids

4H986 Presentation Brainstorming Activity

Use of copyrighted and trademarked materials in 4-H presentations and posters:
A copyright and/or a trademark are legal methods used by artists, photographers and writers to protect original creative works such as photo-
graphs, books, music, recipes, sports logo insignias, brand names and art work. The copyright symbol does need to appear on a work for it to be 
protected by copyright. Copyrighted materials cannot be reproduced without permission and proper crediting of the source. 4-H members need 
to be aware of copyright restrictions and take steps to obtain permission to use copyrighted materials and trademarks. Full details cannot be 
covered in a short paragraph, but additional helpful information can be found on K-State’s intellectual property site: www.k-state.edu/
academicpersonnel/intprop/. Look for the upcoming Communication Fact Sheet, Use of Copyrighted and Trademarked Materials in 4-H 
Presentations and Posters.
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