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Top tips on public speaking for Never Such Innocence 

Simon Maier 

At the beginning 

There are straightforward ways to prepare for - and give - a good speech. The first thing to 

remember is that audiences are there to listen to you, so immediately you have an advantage 

– provided what you have to say is interesting. That should help you to think that the 

opportunity to speak is a positive, not a chore to be dreaded. 

Knowing your audience 

The second thing is to know to whom you’re talking. Sounds a bit obvious doesn’t it? And in 

school it’s likely that you’ll know a bit about your audience, but not all your audiences will 

always be from your school. You can and should tailor your presentation to your audience’s 

needs. Some audience knowledge allows you to use the most appropriate style and tone. For 

example, you wouldn’t speak to your classmates in the same way you’d speak to business 

leaders, teachers, politicians or, say, a squadron of soldiers. 

So, you need to know why the people to whom you’re taking are in your audience. Are they 

obliged to be in it? Do they want to be in it? You need to know (if you can) what they already 

know about your subject and you need to know where their interest lies. This isn’t always 

possible, but even if you know a little about your audience, then it’ll help. Also, think about 

the effect that you want to have on your audience. For example, you may want them to feel 

emotional, inspired, compelled to change their own behaviour or motivated to support a 

particular cause. 

Research 
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You have to do some research. You may know your topic or theme pretty well, but if you’re 

talking about any aspect of conflict – whatever the precise nature of the area of conflict - you 

need to make sure that any facts and details are correct. If you’ve done your research you'll 

be more prepared and less nervous. 

Speech construction 

i. Introduction 

Remember to thank the audience for the opportunity to present. Briefly introduce yourself, 

the issue about which you’re talking and the main argument of your speech. This is your 

chance to set up the context and engage people. Try opening with an interesting fact, 

anecdote or statistic. It can be amusing, awe-inspiring or shocking, but whatever it is it has to 

be powerful. Make people sit up and take notice. Humour’s not a bad thing to use to begin 

with – it relaxes people but only use appropriate humour – to the audience and to the context. 

ii. Body 

This is the heart of your speech. Make sure you cover everything you promised in the 

introduction. Ensure that your argument is logical and follow an order so that you take the 

audience with you. If you lose the audience because you’re rambling, they’ll switch off. Be as 

clear as possible. 

Tell short stories to make a point. A story or two will work well when you’re talking about 

such an important and probably emotional subject as conflict. People of any age like stories 

and a story can underline and reinforce a point very well. Don’t make the story too long 

though, otherwise people get bored - or lost. 

You can tell a personal story - maybe about someone in your family. If you do and you become 

upset, that’s OK. Take your time. An audience will understand and will always wait for you. A 

story could be a brief version of something famous or an incident that everyone may already 

know, but perhaps they don’t know everything. Your story could be about a moment in time, 

a reflection, your grandfather, bravery, courage, how a conflict started, how a conflict could 
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have been stopped or could be stopped now - and so on. If a story that you tell is powerful, 

your audience will remember it long after the speech is finished. You could also use a 

quotation or two to reinforce a point, but again nothing too long. 

Conclusion 

Briefly sum up the main points in your speech and thank the audience again for listening to 

you. 

Rehearse 

Rehearsal and practice are so important. Even famous politicians, people on TV and business 

leaders rehearse and practice. There’s no shame in this; in fact, it’s critical. If you went to the 

theatre or saw a movie where an actor forgot his or her lines or didn’t know where to stand, 

you’d want your money back. Making a speech is no different. You’re performing. 

Pace yourself 

Sometimes people talk too fast or too slowly. It doesn’t matter when you’re having a chat 

with your friends. But a room full of strangers is less likely to listen to your message if the 

audience can’t hear you properly. Or understand you. Accents are fine of course, but be sure 

that your intonation and phraseology are clear. 

Visuals 

You don’t need PowerPoint or any other visual support. The best speakers never use or used 

them. However, people do like some visual support, so create visuals that support what you 

say but that never repeat what you say. You must never ever read your speech from the 

screen. 

You could use video, photographs and images to illustrate a point. But whatever you do use, 

ensure that what you show supports, not replaces, what you’re saying. Also, don’t overdo it. 

People want to essentially hear from you. 

Enjoy yourself 

As hard as this sounds, remember that you're probably up there speaking about a cause or 
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an issue in which you really believe. Now you have the chance to tell others about it. Even if 

you make a mistake, don't worry. Don’t apologise. Carry on. If you're relaxed and positive 

you'll still get your message across. Smile at the start and smile at the end. People like it and 

so do you. 

Final points 

Don’t keep thinking about you as you get ready to speak and when you do speak. Forget ‘you’. 

Think about and focus on the audience. Your fear and anxiety will disappear. 

Read famous people’s speeches and try and visualise them being made. If videos exist of 

famous speeches, watch them and see what people do and how they deliver what they say. 
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