How to Prepare a Speech 
Without Feeling Overwhelmed


If you feel overwhelmed by the prospect of preparing and delivering a speech, try the technique that many successful people use for handling big projects: Break the job into small, manageable pieces.

Annie Dillard, author of Pilgrim at Tinker Creek and several other acclaimed books, says, “When you think about writing a book, you think it is overwhelming. But, actually, you break it down into tiny little tasks any person could do.”

To apply this strategy to public speaking, follow these guidelines:

· Use the Checklist for Preparing and Delivery a Speech (on SpeechMate CD-ROM) as a step-by-step guide. Make photocopies of it, so that you will have a fresh start for each speech.

· Treat the checklist as a flexible recipe, not a rigid formula. Adapt it to fit your personal style. In fact, your instructor may recommend some modifications or different approaches, and that’s fine.

· Concentrate on just one step at a time. This will keep you from feeling overwhelmed, and it will help you avoid procrastination.

· It is not necessary to complete items in 1-2-3 order; for example, you may not be able to devise a central idea (step 4) until you have completed your research (step 5). 

· Instead of setting just one big deadline for getting your speech into final form, plan a series of small, realistic deadlines. Note that each step on the checklist has its own space for you to insert a target completion date.

· Most speakers find that steps take longer than they anticipate, so you should begin early and leave plenty of time for each step. A good speech needs time to grow and mature. It should not be slapped together at the last moment.

· 
Reward yourself for reaching milestones. For example, promise yourself a movie if you finish your outline by the target date.

· Don’t get bogged down in the research stage. No matter how many days remain until your speech, you will never have enough time to read all pertinent articles and books and conduct all promising interviews. You must set a deadline, and when that date arrives, stop researching. Otherwise, you will not leave yourself enough time for organizing your material and practicing the speech.

· If you find yourself stuck and unable to move while you are developing and organizing your material, try either or both of these techniques: (1) Do something. Don’t just sit and stare at a blank sheet of paper or a clutch of notes. While creating a speech is different from writing an essay, you can borrow a trick used by many who face writer’s block: Get out a piece of paper and write whatever comes into your mind—even if all you can think of is “I’m stuck and I don’t know what to say.” Often the physical act of writing will stimulate your mind and get you moving. (2) Promise yourself that you will work for just 5 minutes and then quit—with a clear conscience. This ploy is often all it takes to unfreeze you; then you are free to change your mind and work beyond the 5 minutes.
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