Basic Suggestions for Preparing a Speech 

  

Before one can prepare a speech, one must have a case.  A case consists of:  1) a debate proposition;   2) the arguments that you will employ in order to prove the proposition. 
  

Your Debate Proposition 

It is extremely important in beginning to prepare your speech to have a clear statement of the proposition that you are upholding in your speech.  This should be concise.  Typically its essence will be captured in a single sentence. 

        E.g.:  "The federal government should legalize use of recreational drugs." 

This is a concise proposition.  You will be able to clarify the details of your proposition (and add qualifications) later on. 

        E.g.:  One might add:  "Use should continue to be regulated, and crimes like driving while intoxicated should remain." 

You should define any unclear terms within your proposition. 

        E.g.:  One should certainly define "recreational drugs" and perhaps "legalize" as well. 

Some propositions may require quite a bit of explanation and clarification, which should be the first thing that you do for yourself before constructing your arguments. 

Your Arguments 

In order to persuade your audience that your proposition is true, you should present one or more arguments for the proposition.  An argument is a logically connected series of statements intended to establish a proposition.  There are many different forms of argument, and there is not space here to chronicle them, but there are some common features of good arguments. 
Good arguments: 
        - explicitly state the premises (i.e., assumptions) that they are based on; 
        - are based on premises which are not controversial (or are at least widely accepted) among your audience; 
        - explicitly state the logical steps which connect the premises to the conclusion; 
        - employ concepts familiar to the audience and explain unfamiliar concepts; 
        - are supported by evidence where it is appropriate (e.g., to justify some factual claim). 

Also note that good arguments for normative propositions have a very important feature: 
        - they explicitly appeal to some general normative principle (or to a moral theory). 

  
An Example of Developing an Argument 

For example, consider someone arguing for the proposition "Children should be legally required to wear bicycle helmets."  She may offer the following argument: 

    1)  Many children die while riding their bicycles. 
    Therefore, Children should be legally required to wear bicycle helmets. 

This is clearly an inadequate argument.  It obviously needs another premise, such as: 
    2)  Some of these children would not die if they were wearing bicycle helmets. 

If one were being careful in constructing the argument, one would also recognize the need for a premise like: 
    3)  Legally requiring children to wear helmets will result in significantly more children actually wearing helmets. 

Together, premises 1-3 allow us to get to step 4: 
    4)  Legally requiring children to wear helmets will save the lives of some children. 
                - (Note that step 4 is not a premise.  It is an intermediate conclusion from 1-3, not a new assumption.) 

But although many people would consider the argument as adequate with 1-4, it is essentially incomplete.  Before reading on, try to think what might be missing.  Why is it too soon to draw our proposition as the conclusion? 

The conclusion is normative.  One can see this because it contains the word "should", though other words can also indicate the normativity of a proposition, such as:  "ought", "good", "bad", "wrong", "right", "immoral", "duty", etc.  In general, normative claims are those which are evaluative, and not merely descriptive.  This will include most interesting debate propositions. 

Because this proposition is normative, we know that the argument for it must contain a normative premise, and none of 1-4 are normative.  So, something must be missing.  We need a premise that is some kind of general normative principle.  (I sometimes call this an "action guiding principle".)  It is something that tells use what we should do.  What's missing is something like: 
    5)  We should always do an action that will save the lives of some children. 

Normative premises such as this are often left out of arguments.  The listener (or reader) is left to complete the argument herself.  Don't do this.  Tell your audience explicitly what general normative principle you are appealing to as a premise of your argument. 

Premise 5 provides the necessary element of a general normative principle.  (It is general because it claims that we should always do something.)  Nevertheless, although the premises of the argument now imply the proposition, there is a new kind of problem with the argument.  Take a moment and think of what objection you might have to this argument (steps 1-5, leading to the proposition). 

There may be a number of problems with the argument, but it seems like the most significant of these is that premise 5 runs afoul of some of the other characteristics of a good argument.  Premise 5 is certainly not uncontroversial.  Indeed, it seems to be fairly obviously false.  To see this, just consider that mandatory daily (or hourly) medical examinations would surely save the lives of some children, but the cost and intrusiveness of such an action would surely not be worth it.  More factors need to be taken into account than the single factor of saving lives in premise 5.  So, to have a good argument we need a different premise instead of premise 5.  Perhaps something like this: 

    5+)  We should always do an action that will save the lives of some children, unless it is too costly or too intrusive. 

Premise 5+ is a general normative principle which is an improvement over premise 5, though there may be other objections to it (like those against premise 5) showing that it is controversial.  But let's put those to one side and assume that premise 5+ is uncontroversial.  Does that mean that the argument 1-5+ now justifies us in concluding with our proposition?  No.  Pause to consider what might now be missing from the argument. 

In order to be plausible, premise 5+ introduced the concepts of too costly and too intrusive.  But none of the rest of the argument has said anything to establish that legally requiring children to wear bicycle helmets is neither too costly nor too intrusive.  In order to make a good argument using premise 5+, we would need to add more premises to establish this. 

I leave it to the reader of this to consider how that argument might develop.  But note the potential difficulty in using the somewhat vague concepts of too costly and too intrusive.  This may cause the argument to become much more complex.  But this should not be surprising.  Questions of what we should do are complex, and arguments about them should not be expected to be simple.  The limits on your time will limit the sophistication of your arguments, so you may just choose to gloss over the issues raise by these vague topics by adding premises which state that helmet laws are not very costly nor very intrusive (backed up by some evidence, perhaps).  But even if you do this, it is important for you to recognize where additional sophistication in the argument is needed.

Your speech may include just one argument, or it may include several independent arguments (based on different premises) for the same proposition.  In academic (particularly philosophical) speeches it is generally preferable to have fewer arguments (often just one) that are more thoroughly developed and defended.  The idea here is that you only need one sound argument to prove a proposition to be true, and one good argument is better than several half-assed arguments.  In competitive debates and more popular forums it is generally preferable to have several independent arguments.  The idea here is that there is a strategic advantage to providing several independent means of winning the debate, and that different people will be persuaded by different kinds of arguments. 

The Basic Structure of a Constructive Speech
Introduction: 
        - Something to engage the audience (a greeting ... perhaps something funny to get the audience on your side) 
        - Statement of the proposition 
                - Clarifications of the proposition 
                - Outline claims that need to be established in order to prove proposition  (especially for first speaker) 
        - Definition of terms (in first speech for each side) 
        - Preview of what has been argued by teammates, what will be argued in this speech, what will be argued by later teammates (length of this part depends on how much of the case has already been presented, whether the main purpose is summary or preview, etc.) 

Body:  (provide signposts throughout, letting the audience know what you are up to next and what you've just done) 
        - First argument  (include a brief "tag", a name or label, by which you can refer back to this argument) 
            - This may include evidence (authoritative opinions, facts, scientific studies, etc.) 
            - Reasoning to connect evidence to claim 
            - Explicit statement of all premises (including normative ones) 
        - Repeat for each argument  (Three arguments is a nice number if you are using multiple arguments) 

Conclusion: 
        - what has been argued 
        - what will be argued by teammates 
        - why these things prove the proposition 
        - closing statement, broader significance (especially for last speaker) 

Speech Delivery 

Important things in speech delivery include: 
        - Roadmapping (previewing what will be done in full later) 
        - Signposting (using tags and telling your audience where you are in the speech)
        - Clarity 
        - Repetition (often done through signposting and summaries, improving the audience's understanding the arguments) 
        - Speaking loudly, slowly, and clearly 
        - Accuracy and honesty (anything that would be cited in writing must also be cited in a speech) 
        - Good listening skills (nothing is more frustrating than listening to a refutation of an argument that was not really argued 
in the first place!). 

