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I committed to writing a public speaking and presentation 
textbook because the field that pioneered its teaching and 
study committed to me. You see, I am a first generation 
college student; I became a professor of communication, in 
large part, because the field and its teachers encouraged  
me in high school.

While my loquacious loafing in high school hallways frustrated 
more than a few teachers, a somewhat unconventional 
history teacher encouraged me to channel my chatter into 
competitive speech events (oral interpretation and “individual 

events”), and eventually mock trial and competitive debate. It was 
through my experiences with debate that I began to discover I had a 
passion for crafted speaking — not just speaking, but planning and 
researching it ahead of time.

My experiences at summer debate camps gave me a taste of  
what college was like, and then I started to dream about going to  
college. I eventually got to college because of a debate scholarship. 
Communication or Communication Studies, the field formerly known 
as “Speech,” introduced me to the life of the mind by helping me to 
better coordinate my ears and mouth. Speech Craft underscores 
making connections to create, maintain and transform communities, 
and attempts to impart how important finding one’s own passion is 
key to communicating well. By stressing the significance of develop-
ing speeches on topics of personal import and interest throughout, 
Speech Craft encourages beginning speakers to temper their anxiety 
with excitement about their topics and goals, which makes it easier to 
connect with audiences.

I wrote Speech Craft because I wanted to help students find a passion 
for public speaking and connect with their small communities in the 
classroom, and inspire them to speak for social change on a local or 
national level. I hope you enjoy reading Chapter 9 in this sampler as 
much as I enjoyed writing it, and that the passion and focus on 
community shines through.

Sincerely,

 Love it — I love the high energy and enthusiasm 
that comes through the text. I like the real-life 
application and relevant examples, and I like the 
humor infused throughout the lessons.
 — Kaylea Annen, The Ohio State University

There is a real feeling that the information will 
help you in life, not just in the classroom or in 
the particular course.
 —  David Majewski, Richard Bland College of  

William & Mary

 The chapters are incredibly well written and 
engaging. I would best describe them as 
thoughtful. I found myself nodding and saying 
‘that’s right’ more than ever in response to the 
information that was included.
 — Erica Cooper, Roanoke College



PUBLIC SPEAKING WITH PASSION   AND PURPOSE

Josh Gunn’s voice is conversational, vivid, humorous and 
energetic. Josh teaches and researches at the University of Texas at 
Austin, where he is an Associate Professor of Communication Studies 
and a Faculty Affiliate in the Department of Rhetoric and Writing. He 
also teaches public speaking as an adjunct professor at Southwestern 
University, in Georgetown, Texas. His attention to music, religion, and 
human affective experiences are part of a deeper interest in the limits 
of human representation, self-understanding, and self-fashioning.

Speech Craft  brings purpose and personality to the 
discussion of traditional public speaking topics.
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With its distinctive personality and contemporary edge, Joshua Gunn’s new introduction 
to public speaking, Speech Craft, engages students in the speech making process like 
no other textbook available. 

No matter if students are giving a toast or are speaking to inform or to persuade, 
Speech Craft’s emphasis on the idea of speechmaking as community-building will 
help students connect public speaking to their own lives and find ways to make 
meaningful and ethical connections with their audiences. Speech Craft gets to the root 
of public speaking with purpose by opening students’ eyes to the power of speech in 
our world and speaking for change. Its unique chapter, “Speaking for Social Change,” 
strikes a realistic yet hopeful note about speech as the ultimate advocacy and civic 
engagement tool. 

A new book for a new generation, Speech Craft is supported by a robust and powerful 
digital package that will make teaching and of-the-moment feedback a transformative 
process for instructors and students. Speech Craft brings a passion for public speaking 
into the classroom at an affordable price.

If you are interested in learning more about Speech Craft, or would like details on 
our Early Adopter Program, please visit macmillanlearning.com/previewgunn1e

A focus on public speaking for the community 
and as a vocation. Speech Craft helps students 
understand that public speaking is about making  
an ethical connection with the audience and 
deepening relationships within the community.

A unique chapter on 
Speaking for Social Change 
shows how speaking for social 
change connects speakers to 
their communities. The history 
of activism is presented 
through examples like Rosa 
Parks and the protests in  
Tahrir Square in Cairo.
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Using Language That Uses Us: 
Cultivating Awareness 
Language is slippery because meaning is made by 
two or more people. Audiences can often interpret 
a meaning from your words that you did not intend. 
Care should be taken to avoid biased and sexist 
language, as well as slang. Consider how you can be 
more inclusive with your language, bringing your 
audience together as a community by avoiding 
language that excludes or discriminates.

Choosing Your Words
Choosing the right language for a speech requires 
contextual reasoning about the speech situation and 
the audience. You need to know where you stand 
with the audience as either an insider or an outsider, 
whether the situation is formal or informal, and what 
expertise they have or do not. In general, strive for 
clear, concrete, and vivid language, employing rep-
etition and rhythm to assist memory and encourage 
interest. 

What Is Style?
Rather than simply being about fashion, style refers 
to the way in which a person presents him- or herself 
to others. In the context of public speaking, style 
refers to the relationship between what one says 
and how he or she says it. Traditionally, the focus on 
style in public speaking concerns word choice and 
delivery.

CHAPTER 9
end of chapter stuff
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•  Affordable and flexible. Speech Craft 
comes in a variety of formats (digital, 
loose-leaf, bound book) ranging from 
$45 - $80 dollars net. 

•  Sample annotated speeches, 
including personal speeches, like the 
author’s eulogy for his grandmother. 

 Innovative Visual Summaries at the 
end of each chapter help students study 
and review.

Learning objectives help students 
stay grounded and focused as they 
move through the content.

Digital Dives, a video feature in each 
chapter, drives students to the LaunchPad 
to listen to a podcast or watch a video, and 
then answer critical thinking questions.

 Broad range of examples from history, pop culture, and 
personal experiences of the author. Examples include:

 •  fascinating speeches by the Ancient Greeks

 •  “power poses” from Harvard professor and author 
Amy Cuddy

 •  the classic romantic comedy “Say Anything”

 •  the language of  Dr. Seuss

 •  Amy Schumer’s remarks against gun violence

 •  the invention of the ball point pen in the 1940’s

 •  “car cookery” —  preparing a meal while driving

 •  listening skills at a Beyoncé concert:The use of repetition and rhythm in choosing lan-
guage for a speech can be powerfully effective 
for an audience, encouraging their emotional 

and intellectual engagement and memory. Choosing 
one’s words and structuring the rhythm and pacing 
of sentences for oral delivery often constitute the last 
part of drafting a speech. We might compare one’s 
language style to the icing on a cake: the structure 
is exceedingly important, but how you dress it really 
does influence how it “goes down.” Language choice 
is not merely icing, though; it influences the experi-
ence, and therefore the meaning, of a speech. 

Artistry in public speaking is often subtle when 
speaking to persuade or inform, but it is usually more 
explicit and encouraged in celebratory speaking. For 
an especially eloquent example of repetition and 
rhythm in a speech, consider the closing remarks of 
President Barack Obama for a eulogy he gave in honor 
of South Carolina state senator Reverend Clementa 
Pinckney, who was one of nine people hatefully assas-
sinated during a Bible study at his church in June 2015:

Amazing grace. Amazing grace. 
(Begins to sing) — Amazing grace — (applause) —

how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch 
like me; I once was lost, but now I’m found; 
was blind but now I see. (Applause.) 

Clementa Pinckney found that grace. 
Cynthia Hurd found that grace. 
Susie Jackson found that grace. 
Ethel Lance found that grace. 
DePayne Middleton-Doctor found that grace.
Tywanza Sanders found that grace. 
Daniel L. Simmons Sr. found that grace. 
Sharonda Coleman-Singleton found that grace. 
Myra Thompson found that grace.

Through the example of their lives, they’ve now 
passed it on to us. May we find ourselves worthy 
of that precious and extraordinary gift, as long 
as our lives endure. May grace now lead them 
home. May God continue to shed His grace on 
the United States of America. (Applause.)9

Having read the text of Obama’s speech, now com-
pare your experience on the page to how Obama 
actually delivered his eulogy by visiting LaunchPad at 
launchpadworks.com and viewing the video titled 
“Clementa Pinckney Eulogy.”

Consider the following questions:

• How do the written text and the video 
delivery compare? Which gives you more 
information, and why?

• Does Obama’s word choice influence the 
meaning of his statements?
Why or why not?

• After both reading and hearing Obama’s 
speech, which version is more memorable to 
you? Why?

The Effect of  Repetition and Rhythm 

Win McNamee/Staff/Getty Images

“Clementa Pinckney Eulogy.”
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What Is Style?
You will learn to 

Define style.

explain how style connects language and the body.

Those first scholars of public speaking, the ancient Greeks, had a some-
what narrower understanding of the concept of style than we do today. 
Aristotle collected his remarks on style under the Greek term lexis, which 
literally means “word,” but what Athenians (including Aristotle’s teacher, 
Plato) specified was the way or manner in which one said something, 
otherwise known as “style.” Aristotle informally used the word to denote 
one’s manner of speaking in general, but more formally he said that the 
subject of style specifically concerned word choice and diction.2 Centu-
ries later, the renowned Roman orator Cicero held a more expansive view 
of style, which he and his colleagues termed elocutio, arguing that one 
cannot easily separate what one says from how one says it.3

Style is having a strong sense of self and knowing how to share it.
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LaunchPad for Speech Craft is a book-specific site that will be 
ready for Spring 2018 classes. It includes everything from Launch-
Pad for Public Speaking, plus:

•  Speech Craft eBook 

•  LearningCurve adaptive quizzing gives individualized question sets and feedback 
based on each student’s correct and incorrect responses.

•  Digital Dives in each chapter engage students in topics at a deeper level through the use 
of podcasts, video, and critical thinking questions.

•  Speech Craft Activities created by the author for students to work on in groups or as 
homework assignments.

•  Speech Craft video collection. Professionally-shot speech videos and video clips serve 
as models for student speeches; “needs improvement” clips help students learn how to 
refine their speeches, exclusive for Speech Craft adopters.

•  Chapter Quizzes. These student quizzes can be used as review, or as pre-lecture 
activities

•  Book-specific instructor resources including PowerPoint slides, textbook graphics, 
lecture and activity suggestions, test banks, and more.

POWERFUL DIGITAL TOOLS

LaunchPad Solo for Public Speaking brings together all student media 
and instructor resources for teaching the introduction to public speaking 
course in one convenient location. Complete with its own gradebook, or 
integrated into your campus LMS, LaunchPad Solo for Public Speaking 
makes it easy to assign homework, assess student progress, and manage 
the course.

•  Informative and persuasive speech videos with assessments show how speakers 
can polish their organization, source citations, and delivery. These professionally shot 
speech activities, assignable and accessible, focus on interesting topics like freeganism 
and social media.

•  Comprehensive video collection containing more than 240 clips and full-length 
speeches, including professional speeches, model student speeches, and “needs 
improvement” clips. “Needs improvement” clips highlight typical issues.

•  The Video Assignment Tool makes it easy to assign and assess video-based activities and 
projects, as well as providing a convenient way for students to submit video coursework.

•  LaunchPad Gradebook gives a clear window on performance for the whole class, for 
individual students, and for individual assignments.

•  Easy LMS integration into your school’s learning management system.

Social Media, Social Identity, and Social Causes
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Speech, Not Swords: The Humane 
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Listening and 
ethics are 
combined 
because they 
build the 
foundation of 
a speech.

Provides 
students  
with practical 
tips for job 
interviews to 
help alleviate 
speaking  
anxiety.

Modern and 
historic 
examples of 
activism lay 
the ground-
work for 
students’ 
social justice 
involvement.

Joshua Gunn 
shares and 
annotates a 
eulogy that he 
gave for his 
grandmother.

“ I think Chapter 19  
is relevant to cover 
in order to get 
students engaged 
with politics and 
activism. It ties into 
discussions about 
the First Amend-
ment.”

—  L’Oreal Stephens, 
Middle Tennessee 
State University

“ The addition of 
‘political 
correctness’ as 
part of language 
use is something 
different and 
welcome in a 
chapter like this”

—  Fletcher Ziwoya, 
University of 
Nebraska- 
Kearney

“ These chapters 
[1-3] are actually 
better suited to 
introducing 
students to the 
realities of the 
speaking 
situation. They 
also feature 
many helpful tips 
that I have not 
seen in other 
textbooks.

—  Robert Mack, 
Arizona State 
University



In this chapter specifically, theory is incorporated in a 
manner that expands the student’s historical knowledge 
of how style and language have been understood by 
rhetorical scholars without overwhelming.
 —  Andrea Terry, California Polytechnic State University,  

San Luis Obispo

I really like the introduction to the chapter with Tim 
Gunn and Project Runway as that is something and 
someone students will recognize. I also love the 
graphics throughout the chapter — so much better 
than stock photos of students.
 — Kaylea Annen, The Ohio State University

I also like the questions on the side of the pages (ex. 
9-19) that allows the reader to analyze the concepts 
to determine how they apply to their own lives.
 — Janay White, Central Piedmont Community College
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CHAPTER OUTLINE

What Is Style? 9-3

Choosing Your Words 9-7

On Rhythm and Word Choice 9-12

Using Language That Uses Us: 
Cultivating Awareness 9-16

On the successful cable show 
Project Runway, fashion 
designers compete against 

one another by creating clothes that 
are scored by a panel of judges. Super-
model Heidi Klum is the show’s famous 
host, but the breakout cultural celeb-
rity of the program is Tim Gunn (sadly, 

no relation to the author) — the impeccably dressed fashion consultant who 
mentors contestants and advises them on their design choices. Gunn’s stylistic 
judgments are widely recognized in the popular press as tasteful and insightful. 
Examining a dress designed by one contestant, Gunn remarks, “This is so clean, 
sophisticated, polished, it’s very elegant — it’s high spirited!”1 Gunn’s quick wit 
and discerning eye led to his own show, Tim Gunn’s Guide to Style, in which he 
advises a variety of guests on their lifestyles or ways of being in the world, for 
which fashion is only a part.

What does Tim Gunn’s stylistic sensibility have to do with public speaking? 
A lot! First, he is a great public speaker. Second, and more importantly for this 
chapter, Gunn’s understanding of style does not reduce to clothing choices; Gunn 
insists that style concerns how you present yourself to others overall, as a human 
being. Contestants who do well on Project Runway are often those who under-
stand that style is not simply about design but also about confidence: how you 
speak, the vocabulary you use, all the things that make you unique to others. Style 
concerns having a strong sense of self and knowing how to share that sense with 
others.  

In public speaking, style is traditionally discussed in two ways: (1) in terms of 
the selection and use of language, and (2) in terms of the delivery of a speech. 
In keeping with this tradition, this chapter will focus specifically on language 
choice, and chapter 10 will focus on delivery. Once you start thinking about style 
more holistically, you will begin to see how the way you present yourself to others 
connects to what you say and how you say it. Although language choice and delivery 
are covered in separate chapters, the two go hand in hand. To get a better sense of 
why this is the case, let’s briefly examine the origin of the concept of style. 
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What Is Style?
You will learn to 

Define style.

explain how style connects language and the body.

Those first scholars of public speaking, the ancient Greeks, had a some-
what narrower understanding of the concept of style than we do today. 
Aristotle collected his remarks on style under the Greek term lexis, which 
literally means “word,” but what Athenians (including Aristotle’s teacher, 
Plato) specified was the way or manner in which one said something, 
otherwise known as “style.” Aristotle informally used the word to denote 
one’s manner of speaking in general, but more formally he said that the 
subject of style specifically concerned word choice and diction.2 Centu-
ries later, the renowned Roman orator Cicero held a more expansive view 
of style, which he and his colleagues termed elocutio, arguing that one 
cannot easily separate what one says from how one says it.3

Style is having a strong sense of self and knowing how to share it.
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Perhaps in the world of the ancient Greeks, in which the human 
voice was the dominant mode of communication, it was easier to sep-
arate what one said from how one said it. In our time, speech, writing, 
and image all compete for our attention, and the image — photographs, 
streaming videos, television broadcasts — seems to dominate. If the cli-
ché that “a picture is worth a thousand words” is true, then what do we 
do with a thousand pictures streaming across our screens on a daily 
basis, sometimes with accompanying words and voices? That old cliché 
seems to have been replaced with a new one: “Image is everything!” Even 
so, as long as human beings rely on the voice to communicate, public 
speaking will remain an important mode of communication. We might 
say that image is something, but speaking is just as important. In fact, 
knowing that image is not everything is what distinguishes the good pub-
lic speaker from the superficial one. 

Defining Style for Our Time

The ascent of the image as a dominant form of communication in our 
time has complicated the ancient Greek view of lexis. Style has become 
a much bigger, more encompassing concept, which explains why there 
are so many different definitions of the term, ranging across manners 
of speaking to genres of musical performance to the clothes that people 

Aristotle and Cicero ride in style!
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wear. Rhetorical scholar Barry Brummett helps us make better sense of 
style by anchoring the concept to personhood.4 He argues that style is no 
longer limited to the words we use to express our ideas and feelings, nor 
is it isolated to the image, but it has expanded to include how each of us 
presents our person to the world.5 If you think about style as concerning 
how you present yourself — including your speaking — then style seems 
to encompass not simply what you say and how you say it but also how 
you look and even how you move.

For Brummett, style is intimately caught up in our individual identities, 
no longer simply referring to how we dress up ideas with words or how 
we clothe and groom our bodies; style is the core of self-understanding: 
“Style is a complex system of actions, objects, and behaviors that is 
used to form messages that announce who we are, who we want to be, 
and who we want to be considered akin to,” says Brummett. Becoming 
conscious of how others will perceive you, and how you wish to be per-
ceived, is the primary task of attending to style in the context of public 
speaking. 

Style as a Meeting of the Body and Language

If we think about style as not only saying something meaningful but 
also saying something about who you are and with whom you wish to 
associate, then style is implicated in your disposition, or perceptions 
of your character. Your disposition refers to what others perceive to be 
the inherent qualities of your person. Many of the signs we use that 
communicate our character to others are often beyond our own con-
scious awareness, including the way we move, the way we say things, 
and the words we use to say those things. You can, however, become 
more aware of your style and, to some extent, even craft and control it. 
Becoming more aware of our dispositions in the public speaking situa-
tion is part of the task of being a mindful public speaker — and, let’s be 
honest: this is hard to do.

Why is focusing on style so hard? And why is our style often uncon-
scious to us? One of the reasons has to do with the way in which mean-
ing and feeling are combined in speech. When you say something, you 

disposition refers to a 
person’s mental and physical 
orientation toward the world 
and others. In the context of 
public speaking, audiences 
perceive your disposition 
through your style.

What is style? 
How does style 
relate to the 
body?

Style
In the broadest sense, style refers to the way in which a person pres-
ents him- or herself to others. In the context of public speaking, style 
refers to the relationship between what one says and how he or she 
says it. Traditionally, the focus on style in public speaking concerns 
word choice and delivery. 



9-6 CHAPTER 9 Style and language

Copyright © Bedford/St. Martin’s. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. Distributed by Bedford/St. Martin’s. Strictly for 
use with its products. Not for redistribution.

are attempting to communicate meaning to others, but how you say 
it also imparts feelings. This is because your body is implicated in the 
process of speaking. The body is what issues forth a voice, the body 
is what we dress up, and the body is what moves and gestures. The 
body is that part of a human being that feels. When you speak to an 
audience, you’re not only appealing to their mental processes but also 
asking them to adopt a disposition toward you — to orient their bodies 
to your meaning and your person and, most significantly, to feel a cer-
tain way.6 

Impression Management

Those who are particularly good at attending to their style are aware of not 
only the words they use but also their body language. A high awareness 
of one’s style is described by sociologists as impression management, 
which refers to the way in which one navigates his or her self-presentation 
in body and word. In our time of highly stylistic communication, man-
aging the impressions of others has become increasingly prominent. 
Whole industries have emerged to manage impressions and predispose 
or orient bodies and minds in specified ways: public relations firms are 
hired to promote a product or perhaps a political candidate, advertising 

impression manage-
ment refers to the way in 
which a person navigates his or 
her self-presentation in body 
and language.

Denotation & Connotation
Meaning is based not only on the difference between 
our words for ideas and the ideas themselves but on the 
feelings that words can cause in others and provoke in 
ourselves. This distinction is captured by the concepts of 
denotation and connotation. Denotation refers to the 
literal and primary meaning of a sign, what you would 
expect to find in a dictionary. Connotation refers to the 
feelings one associates with a sign. Understanding the 
difference between these two meanings is important, 
especially because one can accidentally evoke 
connotation when one means denotation, and vice 
versa. Take, for example, the sign “rose.” Denotatively, 
a rose denotes a colorful, fragrant flower that grows 
on a prickly bush. Connotatively, however, we tend to 
associate roses with feelings of love or friendship (a red 

rose connotes romance, while a yellow rose connotes friendship, and so on). In the world of public 
speaking, style often concerns how a speaker attempts to control not only the denotative meaning 
of what she says but also the connotations — the feelings associated with words.

DENOTATION 
“A prickly bush 

or shrub that 
typically bears 

red, pink, yellow, 
or white fragrant 

flowers.” 

CONNOTATION
“I love you!”
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firms are in the business of creating impressions about products, the 
Hollywood film industry promotes impressions of its films, Tim Gunn’s 
television show coaches us on style, and so on. In many ways, the anx-
ieties we share about public speaking have to do with the knowledge 
that we are creating and managing impressions not only about what we 
say but also about who we are as bodies that speak in movement, ges-
ture, and dress. 

Style can be characterized as a form of impression management. This 
implies that style attends to both language and the body, both meanings 
and feelings. And although much of our personal style is unconscious, 
scholars of public speaking have provided us with a number of tools to 
grapple better with our dispositions as speakers. The most helpful tools 
or techniques that have emerged are word choice and delivery. For the 
remainder of this chapter, we’ll focus on word choice. 

Choosing Your Words

You will learn to

DisCuss questions that you can ask about the audience to help with your 
word choice. 

list the kinds of language choices that will assist you with perceptions of 
expertise and credibility.

We might think about one’s linguistic style in terms of DJing a party. As 
a DJ, your primary job is to play music that encourages people to dance 
and enjoy themselves. Part of this job 
involves choosing what songs you 
want to play and when you want to 
play them. DJs often develop a track 
list ahead of time in order to have a 
game plan, but during the party itself, 
DJs often deviate from their plan 
based on how the crowd is respond-
ing. Unfamiliar music will disappoint 
dancers, but too many overplayed 
songs can bore them as well. The 
analogy here is that in choosing words 
and adapting language to your audi-
ence, you can think about yourself as 
a kind of public speaking disc jockey, 
selecting the words and phrases that 
will get the audience to metaphori-
cally dance with you. 
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Adapting Your Language: What Do You Play? 

The most important factor  in 
choosing the words, figures of 
speech, and general vocabulary that 
you will use is knowing your audi-
ence. What is appropriate to say to 
one audience may be entirely alien-
ating to another one. In the chap-
ter on audience analysis (chapter 
3), we discussed elements of audi-
ence psychology and preparing 
your speech in respect to beliefs, 
attitudes, and values. In selecting 
language for a particular audience, 
however, you must also think prac-
tically about audience familiarity 
and expectations of formality. In 
adapting language to an audience, 

ask yourself three questions: (1) Is my audience familiar or unfamil-
iar to me? (2) Am I an outsider or an insider? (3) Should I be formal or 
informal? 

Is my audience familiar or  unfamiliar to me?
If the audience you will be speaking to knows you — and you know 
them — your language choice can be more relaxed. This is because the 
prior information the audience has about you — their knowledge of your 
style — will help you anchor the meaning that you wish to communicate. 
Misunderstanding is less likely because the audience will know where 
you’re coming from. If you’re giving a speech at a wedding reception, 
even if many members of the audience are not personal friends or family 
members, you have mutual knowledge of the couple you will be speaking 
about and probably share many similar experiences with them. The lan-
guage you use can be less formal. If you are speaking before an audience 
you do not know well, consisting mostly of strangers, the general rule is 
to use more formal language. 

Am I an outsider or an insider? 
Closely related to determining the familiarity of your audience is the 
question concerning whether you are included in the community you 
are speaking to. If you’re making a speech to your public speaking class, 
you can safely assume you’re an insider: you are all required to present 
speeches to your class, you all identify with one another in terms of the 
anxiety you feel while giving speeches in this setting, and you all know 

How can you 
adapt your 
word choices to 
your audience?
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you are being judged on your speech by your instructor. You don’t neces-
sarily need to mention your insider status or your shared experience, but 
you can assume your classmates will not be hostile to your speaking in 
general. 

If you are an outsider to the group you are speaking to, word choice 
is a little trickier — even if the audience knows who you are before you 
speak. In general, if you are an outsider to the audience, you will need 
to be more formal and carefully select words that you know from your 
audience analysis will resonate with most of them. A common exam-
ple of incorrectly adopting the style of an insider is using “y’all” — a 
contraction of “you all” frequently used in the southern United States 
as a gesture of familiarity. “How y’all doin’?” is a common rhetorical 
question speakers from the south use to address southern audiences. 
When a speaker from, say, New York uses the phrase “y’all” to address 
a southern audience, it can come off as inauthentic or stylistically 
inappropriate. 

Perhaps the most important thing to keep in mind when determining 
familiarity with an audience is the use of inclusive language. Terms like 
“we” and “us” are signatures of an inclusive style. As a speaker, when 
you say phrases like “when we get on our bikes and ride to the park” or 
“when we watch a series on Netflix,” you rhetorically place yourself, the 
speaker, in the same group as the audience. Care should be taken that 
“we” and “us” phrases are contextually appropriate and that you are jus-
tifiably a member of the group you include yourself in. 

Should I be formal or informal?
Use contextual reasoning to help you determine the degree of formality 
required for your speaking situation. In general, a formal speaking sit-
uation (a history report for class, a student volunteer meeting, and so 
on) requires more formal language. “How y’all doin’?” is probably not 
the best opening remark in a formal setting. “How is everyone doing?” 
is more formal. Informal settings — such as a party, a celebration, or a 
brainstorming session at your job — provide you with a lot more leeway 
in your choice of words. If you are scheduled to speak somewhere and do 
not know how formal or informal the audience will expect you be, ask 
the person or people who asked you to speak about the audience so that 
you can better prepare your speech.

One related question you can ask is, “How will the audience be 
dressed?” Perhaps no other question helps you to zoom in to an appro-
priate style of speaking more directly: matching words with attire is one 
of the more interesting ways in which word choice can be adjusted in 
public speaking situations. As a general rule of thumb, the more formally 
an audience dresses (suits or jeans?) demands more formal speaking 
styles. A good example of this rule is the award shows seen on national 
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television every spring. If you’ve watched the Academy Awards, you 
know that it is considered a formal affair, with the attendees wearing 
sophisticated dresses and suits or tuxedos. The speeches — mostly intro-
duction, tributes, and thank-you speeches — are formalized and tightly 
timed. Sure, there are thank-you speeches that seem overly long or per-
haps even too sentimental, but the language is generally formal, bereft 
of slang and informal terms like “y’all.” In contrast, MTV’s Video Music 
Awards is a less formal affair, with speeches to match: some thank-you 
speeches are formal, but the dressing styles and often flamboyant behav-
ior of many of the artists in attendance mirror the rambling, sometimes 
incoherent speeches of the award winners. 

Expertise and Credibility through Word Choice

One element of style that has been discussed since the time of ancient 
Greece is expertise, an idea many associate with credibility.7 In his trea-
tise on public speaking, Aristotle identified the difficulty of the “expert” 
speaking to audiences that were “inexpert” as one of the key challenges 
of the public speaker — and word choice makes all the difference. In most 
of the public speaking situations you will encounter, you’ll be speaking 
to family and friends; in others, however, the problem Aristotle pointed 
out will become an issue, especially in your professional life. As a stu-
dent in a public speaking class, “speaking to the inexpert” is one of the 
problems you are going to be asked to address in your informative and 
persuasive speeches. In both of these speeches, it is assumed that you 
have knowledge or expertise that your classmates do not, and it will be 
your task to communicate that expertise in a way that your audience 
can understand. In speaking to inform, you present yourself as an expert 
on a topic that most of your classmates do not know about; in speaking 

expertise refers to having 
knowledge or skills particular 
to a given field. In the context 
of public speaking, expertise 
is closely associated with 
credibility. 

Which of these audiences would respond more positively to informal language?
Left: monkeybusinessimages/Getty Images Right: Doug Murray/Icon Sportswire/Newscom
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to persuade, you present yourself as an expert on a topic that you hope 
your audience will change their minds about — and perhaps even act on. 
In both informing and persuading, your expertise is established through 
credibility, or the audience’s perception that you can be trusted as some-
one who knows his or her stuff. 

Assuming that you will at one point or another need to adopt the 
position of an “expert” speaking to an audience that is “inexpert” or at 
some level uninformed about your topic, you should keep the following 
guidelines in mind: (1) use simple and concise language, (2) be accurate 
in your use of language, (3) avoid jargon or specialized language that only 
the expert understands, and (4) strive to use concrete imagery. Let us dis-
cuss each guideline briefly in turn.

Use Simple and Concise Language. In public speaking situations, stick-
ing to shorter words is easier to follow. Concise words that state exactly 
what you mean to say will also help an audience follow your message. 
Remember that when you speak, audiences are primarily concerned 
with comprehension, and you’re trying to help them create a mental 
image of your speech in their heads. Big words, or too many words, can 
confuse people. Using words that are unfamiliar to your audience —  
foreign words or Latin phrases like in situ or prima facie — can confuse an 
audience too (perhaps you are confused right now, reading the terms in 
situ and prima facie; they mean “in position” and “based on first impres-
sion,” respectively). 

Be Accurate. When speaking publicly, try to say precisely what you mean 
in order to convey to an audience that you mean what you say. Inaccu-
rate or vague terms and phrases are often off-putting to audiences. For 
example, how many times have you heard a public official say something 
like, “Mr. Franken will have a statement at a future time.” Well, when? 
“Mr. Franken will have a statement on the matter next week” is more 
satisfying. “Mr. Franken will have a statement next Tuesday at noon” is 
even more satisfying because it is not vague but specific — and hopefully 
accurate! 

Avoid Jargon. Jargon refers to specialized language of a clique or 
group of experts that only they can understand, often closely tied to 
a given profession. If you are a social scientist and work with statis-
tics, you might be familiar with “regression analysis” and “Cronbach’s 
alpha.” Unless your audience is composed entirely of social scientists 
familiar with these kinds of terms, however, it’s best to avoid them. In 
general, you should avoid specialized terms and language unless you 
have the time to define them or unless your audience is highly spe-
cialized. One of the main goals of public speaking is to communicate 

What is 
 expertise, and 
how does it 
relate to style?

jargon is the specialized or 
peculiar language of a particu-
lar community or group.
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clearly and effectively and to evoke a clear mental picture in the minds 
of your audience members. Unless the audience is familiar with it, jar-
gon does precisely the opposite. 

Use Concrete Imagery. Words are abstractions because they represent 
something that is not present. If I say “dog,” I evoke a mental image of 
a dog in your head because as a writer I cannot plop a dog into your 
lap. Language serves as a mental placeholder, so that people can discuss 
and refer to things that are not present. In this respect, when choosing 
words for a speech, remember that you are creating mental pictures 
in the minds of your audience. Concrete words, terms, and images are 
much more likely to put the image of your speech into focus than are 
vague ideas, which create a blurry mental picture at best. Even so, illus-
trating abstract ideas — such as justice or love — with concrete examples 
will be more satisfying to an audience: “Should Mr. Johnson continue to 
be shackled behind bars when we have DNA evidence proving his inno-
cence?” concretely anchors a discussion of justice with the vivid image of 
shackles and jail bars. 

On Rhythm and Word Choice
You will learn to

explain how vivid language engages an audience.

DesCribe how repetition and rhythm can interest an audience. 

Define what a trope is and list two examples. 

Because public speaking is fundamentally about oral delivery, keep 
in mind that you cannot speak to an audience in the same way you 
would write to a reader. As noted in the chapters on outlining and 
organizing your speech, you are striving as a speaker to create a 
mental map of your speech in the minds of your listeners. Enumer-
ation and the repetition of phrases are ways that you signal to your 
audience the  structure of your speech. To enhance or amplify your 
speech’s meaning and feeling, you also need to think about evoca-
tive or vivid language, which refers to word choices that evoke vivid 
images and vibrant feelings in the minds of your audience. Jargon and 
overly abstract, technical language is flat. In this sense, style concerns 
what we might call word painting, imparting a sense of vivid imag-
ery, melody, and rhythm with words. Most people enjoy vibrant men-
tal pictures and respond bodily to verbal rhythms; being aware of this 
fact will help you develop a speaking style that encourages memory 
and audience interest. 
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Vivid Language

Gorgias of Leontini, one of the most famous orators of all 
time, stressed the importance and impact of vibrant lan-
guage in public speaking as early as the fourth century BCE. 
He said that a colorful description of an oncoming army 
can be almost as powerful as “the sight” of “hostile per-
sons” wearing an “array of bronze and iron.” A particularly 
colorful army of words may even inspire “people [to] flee 
in panic when some danger is imminent as if it were pres-
ent.”8 Using vivid language helps paint images in the audi-
ence’s mind, which can not only create a mood or stir feel-
ings but also help your listeners remember your speech.

Repetition and Rhythm

Repeating important phrases not only assists audiences in remembering 
what you said but also helps establish a pleasing sense of rhythm. Chil-
dren’s book author Dr. Seuss is famous for the rhythm of his prose, which 
is achieved through the repetition of words — as he does with “Thing 1” and 
“Thing 2” in The Cat in the Hat — as well as through the rhyming of words. 
Note, however, that rhyming words tend to connote deliberate artistry, such 
as in poetry and rapping; therefore, you may want to use that technique 
sparingly. Alliteration, or the recurrence of the same sound in a series of 
words, is another artful way to make your message memorable. By repeat-
ing words, phrases, sentences — even sounds — in key moments throughout 
a speech, you can capture the attention and imagination of your audience. 

Tropes

Perhaps the most studied elements of speaking style are figures of 
speech — or, more simply, tropes. There are literally hundreds of tropes, 
but among the most common to public speaking are metaphor and irony. 

The most familiar tropes are metaphors, which concern using a 
word, an idea, or a concept to represent something else. Typically, a met-
aphor is a comparison of two things that initially seem dissimilar but are 
shown to be similar in some way. For example, consider this common 
cultural phrase: “You’ve got to jump if you want to fly!” The meaning of 
the phrase is that success requires taking risks; however, it’s told in lan-
guage that evokes bird flight. Creating vivid images to assist audiences 
with memory and encourage enjoyment is the primary reason for using 
metaphors in public speaking. 

Metaphors can be large and elaborate, such as describing the govern-
ment of a state as the steering of a ship, weathering the winds of eco-
nomics and the seas of international strife. When metaphors are smaller 

alliteration is the 
recurrence of the same 
sound in a series of words.

tropes are figures of 
speech. Popular tropes include 
metaphor, simile, and irony.

metaphors are tropes or 
figures of speech that compare 
two seemingly dissimilar 
things.

Simply stated, vivid 
language concerns 

words that are 
sensuous, cuing 
the mind to the 

experiences of touch, 
taste, sound, smell, 

and sight.

vivid language 
concerns words that are 
sensuous and evocative.



The use of repetition and rhythm in choosing lan-
guage for a speech can be powerfully effective 
for an audience, encouraging their emotional 

and intellectual engagement and memory. Choosing 
one’s words and structuring the rhythm and pacing 
of sentences for oral delivery often constitute the last 
part of drafting a speech. We might compare one’s 
language style to the icing on a cake: the structure 
is exceedingly important, but how you dress it really 
does influence how it “goes down.” Language choice 
is not merely icing, though; it influences the experi-
ence, and therefore the meaning, of a speech. 

Artistry in public speaking is often subtle when 
speaking to persuade or inform, but it is usually more 
explicit and encouraged in celebratory speaking. For 
an especially eloquent example of repetition and 
rhythm in a speech, consider the closing remarks of 
President Barack Obama for a eulogy he gave in honor 
of South Carolina state senator Reverend Clementa 
Pinckney, who was one of nine people hatefully assas-
sinated during a Bible study at his church in June 2015:

Amazing grace. Amazing grace. 
(Begins to sing) — Amazing grace — (applause) —

how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch 
like me; I once was lost, but now I’m found; 
was blind but now I see. (Applause.) 

Clementa Pinckney found that grace. 
Cynthia Hurd found that grace. 
Susie Jackson found that grace. 
Ethel Lance found that grace. 
DePayne Middleton-Doctor found that grace.
Tywanza Sanders found that grace. 
Daniel L. Simmons Sr. found that grace. 
Sharonda Coleman-Singleton found that grace. 
Myra Thompson found that grace.

Through the example of their lives, they’ve now 
passed it on to us. May we find ourselves worthy 
of that precious and extraordinary gift, as long 
as our lives endure. May grace now lead them 
home. May God continue to shed His grace on 
the United States of America. (Applause.)9

Having read the text of Obama’s speech, now com-
pare your experience on the page to how Obama 
actually delivered his eulogy by visiting LaunchPad at 
launchpadworks.com and viewing the video titled 
“Clementa Pinckney Eulogy.”

Consider the following questions:

• How do the written text and the video 
delivery compare? Which gives you more 
information, and why?

• Does Obama’s word choice influence the 
meaning of his statements?
Why or why not?

• After both reading and hearing Obama’s 
speech, which version is more memorable to 
you? Why?

The Effect of  Repetition and Rhythm 

Win McNamee/Staff/Getty Images

“Clementa Pinckney Eulogy.”
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in scope, we tend to call them similes. A simile is a specific metaphor 
that almost always uses or implies the word “like.” Taylor Swift’s title 
track on her 2012 multiplatinum album Red is driven by a long list of sim-
iles comparing a former boyfriend to a fast car: “Loving him is like driv-
ing a new Maserati down a dead-end street.” Loving someone can also be 
like settling into a big old beanbag chair, although such an observation is 
perhaps best left unsung. 

A more complicated figure of speech that is very common in our 
culture today is irony, which refers to saying one thing but meaning 
something else. Irony is almost always a form of humor that is meant to 
make audiences laugh or, at least, smile. The most familiar kind of irony 
takes the form of satire or sarcasm, such as humorist Stephen Colbert’s 
remarks about then president George W. Bush at a 2006 roast — an event 
that involves the formalized, good-natured ribbing of someone:

Now, I know there are some polls out there saying this man has a 32 per-

cent approval rating. But guys like us, we don’t pay attention to the polls. We 

know that polls are just a collection of statistics that reflect what people are 

thinking in “reality.” And reality has a well-known liberal bias. . . . Sir, pay no 

attention to the people who say the glass is half-empty . . . because 32 per-

cent means it’s two-thirds empty. There’s still some liquid in that glass, is my 

point. But I wouldn’t drink it. The last third is usually backwash.10

Note that Colbert means to be humorous here. His use of irony makes 
something relatively abstract (poll numbers and what they actually 
mean) into something concrete (drinking a glass of water). Irony often 
functions to bring what seems abstract or hard to grasp into sharp focus. 

One must be careful when using irony because it involves communi-
cating meaning indirectly. Whenever you are indirect in public speaking, 
you always run the risk that some people in your audience may not get 
the joke or, worse, will be offended. When you are reasonably sure that 
a use of irony will be both understood and appreciated by an audience, 
go ahead. But if there is any chance that someone will not get your ironic 
sense of humor or possibly be offended by sarcasm, rethink it. 

similes are metaphors that 
use or imply the word "like."

irony is the trope for 
saying one thing but meaning 
another.

Common Tropes at a Glance
Trope eXAMpLe

metaphor: using a word, an idea, or a concept 
in order to represent something dissimilar

“Gah! this algebra problem is a bear!”

simile: a smaller metaphor that uses or 
implies the word like

“love is like an atM machine, and you’ve 
overdrawn.”

irony: saying one thing but meaning some-
thing else

“that was as fun as getting kicked in the rear end!”



9-16 CHAPTER 9 Style and language

Copyright © Bedford/St. Martin’s. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. Distributed by Bedford/St. Martin’s. Strictly for 
use with its products. Not for redistribution.

Using Language That Uses Us: 
Cultivating Awareness

You will learn to

explain how a speaker can communicate something he or she doesn’t intend.

list three types of language use that speakers can avoid to prevent 
misunderstanding or possible offense. 

The inherent risk of using irony is that someone may not get it, mis-
taking your attempt at humor as a declaration of conviction. This kind 
of misunderstanding points us to a difficult but nevertheless important 
dimension of word choice: the unconscious of language. Language can have 
meanings beyond our intention. For this reason, one of the most import-
ant components of style is cultivating an awareness of what words may 
mean regardless of what you or I intend them to mean. The task of a cul-
tivated style is trying, as best we can, to make conscious those meanings 
that normally escape our notice. 

As public speakers, we are able to direct the possible meanings of what 
we say. Even so, this dimension of saying more than we know we are saying 
persists throughout our lives. For this reason, rhetorical theorist Kenneth 

Burke famously asked: “Do we simply use 
words, or do they not also use us?”11 Many 
scholars of public speaking have answered 
Burke’s question positively by arguing that 
we communicate meanings that we do not 
intend all the time. For example, a num-
ber of political communication scholars 
have argued that key terms used by poli-
ticians — such as “politics,” “government,” 
“media,” “people,” and “president” — control 
the speakers and writers more than they 
think they control them: a left-leaning poli-
tician may say “government” in a speech and 
mean something positive to be developed, 
while a right-leaning person in the audience 
may hear “government” as something nega-
tive that must be stopped.12 

Admittedly, when we start thinking 
about how much we are not in total control 
of the meaning of what we say, it’s easy to 
get anxious. Because meaning is co-created 
by people using language, most of us are 
quite generous to one another. As symbol- 
using animals, we have to be charitable to 
one another when speaking and try to meet 

Janet and Brad have decided to get a dog!
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others halfway — indeed, this charity is another name for listening. Even 
so, there are a number of unfortunate word choices that can discourage 
audiences from listening, causing them to offer less charity and attri-
bute meanings to your words that you may not intend. Cultivating an 
awareness of language in these specific areas is crucial for encouraging 
listening. Ignoring these areas of language choice will put you at risk of 
alienating your audience. These areas include the use of biased language, 
the use of sexist language, and the use of slang. 

Biased Language

Simply stated, biased language refers to the use of words and phrases 
that indicate unfounded assumptions about others based on personal 
experience. All human beings have a tendency to be biased, thinking in 
words and a language that references our individual experiences of the 
world. For example, we often have stereotypes about groups of people to 
which we do not belong: older people and younger people; people from 
different parts of the world; people of different religious backgrounds, 
class affiliations, racial identifications, gender roles, sexual orienta-
tions; and so on. Part of growing up, as you may recall from your youth, 
is learning not to universalize your individual experience of the world 
as if it were everyone’s experience of the world. If you have grown up in 
a rural or country area, for instance, you may believe that people from 
the city are rude and fast talking; if you have grown up in a city, you may 
believe that people in the country are slow and uncultured. The country 
hick and city slicker are among the more familiar stereotypes of Ameri-
can life, parodied in countless Hollywood films. As you meet people from 
places where you did not grow up, you come to realize that they do not 

Malapropism
Malapropism is the accidental confusion of ideas or similar- sounding 
words, sometimes referred to as a “Freudian slip.” Malapropisms are 
excellent examples of how language “uses us” and often inspires 
laughter. The late Yankee’s legend Yogi Berra, for example, was famous 
for his malapropisms: “baseball is 90 percent mental. the other 
half is physical.” Malapropisms, however, can also be as simple 
as using the wrong word, such as saying “for all intensive purposes” 
instead of “for all intents and purposes.” Freud believed these kinds of 
slips of the tongue show how language works unconsciously through 
us, expressing feelings and desires we may not be consciously aware 
of — such as feelings about one’s parents: “psychoanalysis means 
saying one thing and meaning your mother.”
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resemble your stereotypes at all. We tend to learn, as we grow older, that 
people are more alike than they are different.

Biased language takes many forms, but all of them rest on unfounded 
assumptions about others. Consider how biased language can occur when 
a speaker without disabilities discusses people with disabilities (PWD). For 
example, “Mr. Smith’s autistic son Daniel helped me clean the house” may 
seem like nonbiased language, but for many PWD and their families, the 
phrase is unpleasant. This is because the disability is mentioned before the 
person, which implies that the person is defined by his or her disability. 
People-first language is more appropriate: “Mr. Smith’s son Daniel, who has 
autism, helped me clean the house” is a respectful way to refer to Daniel. 

As a public speaker, you need to keep your assumptions in check. 
When speaking, avoid choosing words that assume that those different 
from you share your limited experience of the world. When trying to avoid 
bias in speaking, the so-called Golden Rule can be modified as a guide: 
speak to others as you would like to be spoken to. Respect the real dif-
ferences of people in your audience while building on the human experi-
ences you share in common. Remember that public speaking is ultimately 
about building or celebrating community, and one of the best ways to do 
that is to ensure that everyone feels included by your language.

Sexist Language

From a very early age, most of us were raised to identify with a biological 
sex: either you are male or you are female. As you grow older, you may 
identify with a different sex, both, or neither. Regardless, in our culture 
all sorts of gender assumptions are made about our supposed natures 
based on that initial biological assignment, and the messages about 
how to be a “man” or a “woman” are powerful and often constraining. 
The tension we all experience to become a “man” or a “woman” is an 
issue of gender, and it will persist throughout our lives. We simply have 
to learn how to navigate the assumptions about our characters based on 
our biological assignment as best we can. As a speaker, you should strive 
to include everyone, regardless of how he or she defines and navigates 
his or her gender, sex, and sexuality. 

If assumptions about our person based on our gender identity are 
often beyond our control, there is one thing we can control as speakers: 
how each of us makes assumptions about the character of others based 
on gender. In just about every speaking situation, we cannot assume that 
the experience of those identified as women is the same as the experi-
ence of those identified as men, and vice versa. Even so, you will hear 
speakers refer to people in the abstract as “he” or “she,” even though 
people can be one, the other, or in some cases both or neither. Speak-
ers also mistakenly use gendered pronouns in respect to social roles and 
professions (for example, nurses are women; firefighters are men). Pay-
ing attention to your use of pronouns can help you avoid these kinds 
of mistake. Making very simple word substitutions can help you avoid 
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alienating or offending members of your audience. For example, “A good 
dentist is trained to attend to the pain of his patients.” Whoops! Not all 
dentists are male. The better phrasing would be, “A good dentist is trained 
to attend to the pain of her or his patients.” Saying “he or she” or “her or 
his” is more inclusive and encourages every member of your audience 
to imagine him- or herself in your example. At the time of this writing, 
many people in North American culture are moving toward using “they,” 
“them,” and “their” as a generic pronouns to be more inclusive. 

Slang

A final area of word choice you should be aware of concerns the use of 
slang, which refers to the informal language of a group of people. In pop-
ular culture, slang is often associated with groups that identify in respect 
to class, race, or profession. You may even have a slang that is particular 
to your group of friends. The advent of texting over the last two decades 
has generated a written slang that those less familiar to texting may 
find off-putting in a speech: “JK” and “LOL” is meaningful to many, but 
some older audiences unfamiliar with these terms would be baffled if a 
speaker used these acronyms in a speech. 

Despite some exceptions, you should generally avoid the use of slang 
because, by definition, slang is an insider language. To use slang denotes 
a membership in some sort of community, and in many speaking situ-
ations, you will have no clear indication that everyone in the audience 
is also a member of the community from which your slang hails. This 

How do you 
become more 
aware of your 
language use? 
What kinds of 
word choices 
should you 
avoid? Why?

Rosie the Riveter
During the World War  II , 
mill ions of women were 
recruited to do the jobs of 
men conscripted for the 
war effort. In 1942, the artist  
J. Howard Miller was asked to 
paint a poster for the West-
inghouse Company chal-
lenging gender stereotypes 
in support of women mov-
ing into jobs previously done 
by men.

MPI/Getty Images
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means that slang is likely to alienate at least some audience members. 
The point of speaking publicly is not to alienate but rather to include. 

In popular culture, many people think of style in terms of appear-
ance or fashion. In the tradition of public speaking, however, style refers 
broadly to how you present yourself to others in a variety of ways: in 
words, in deeds, in your confidence, and yes, in how you look. Style indi-
cates the place where the body and representation meet. In this chapter, 
we focused most pointedly on style in respect to language choice: based 
on your speech situation, purpose, and goal — including the audience 
and their expectations — what kind of words and language choices better 
represent you and what you mean to say? In chapter 10, we take up style 
as it more directly implicates our bodies, considering the following types 
of questions related to delivery: How should one dress when speaking to 
an audience? At what rate and volume should a presenter speak? What 
gestures should a speaker use? 

Tips on Speaking Style

•	 Dress appropriately for the speaking situation.
•	 Present your best and most confident self.
•	 Choose words that not only reflect your expertise but also relate to 

the audience.
•	 Select words that help you establish a rhythm appropriate for the 

occasion.
•	 Use vivid language, repetition, and other artful language choices 

when appropriate and possible.
•	 Avoid technical jargon, biased language, and slang.

What is the 
relationship 
between jargon 
and slang? are 
either ever 
appropriate 
in public 
speaking?

On Political Correctness 
In our time, the concept of political correctness has become a hotly 
debated one. In general, political correctness refers to the attempt to avoid 
expressions or behaviors that marginalize, exclude, or insult people who 
are different from ourselves — which would include the use of biased and 
sexist language and, in some cases, slang. A popular example of politi-
cally correct language would be using “humankind” instead of “mankind,” 
or using “he and she” instead of simply “he” as a generic pronoun. Until 
the twentieth century, the use of “mankind” and “he” as generic terms for 
human beings was relatively commonplace. Some believe that political 
correctness can go too far, becoming extreme. Others argue, however, 
that striving to be politically correct does more good than harm, encour-
aging people to be more mindful of their word choices.13

What do you think? 
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Using Language That Uses Us: 
Cultivating Awareness 
Language is slippery because meaning is made by 
two or more people. Audiences can often interpret 
a meaning from your words that you did not intend. 
Care should be taken to avoid biased and sexist 
language, as well as slang. Consider how you can be 
more inclusive with your language, bringing your 
audience together as a community by avoiding 
language that excludes or discriminates.

Choosing Your Words
Choosing the right language for a speech requires 
contextual reasoning about the speech situation and 
the audience. You need to know where you stand 
with the audience as either an insider or an outsider, 
whether the situation is formal or informal, and what 
expertise they have or do not. In general, strive for 
clear, concrete, and vivid language, employing rep-
etition and rhythm to assist memory and encourage 
interest. 

What Is Style?
Rather than simply being about fashion, style refers 
to the way in which a person presents him- or herself 
to others. In the context of public speaking, style 
refers to the relationship between what one says 
and how he or she says it. Traditionally, the focus on 
style in public speaking concerns word choice and 
delivery.

CHAPTER 9
end of chapter stuff
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Information on adopting Speech Craft, including 
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1. What is the purpose of King’s speech? 
2. What is King’s thesis, and what are his main points? 
3. Is King’s speech formal, informal, or both? How can you tell?
4. What concrete imagery does King use in the speech? How does vivid language relate to this imagery?
5. Identify the ways in which King establishes a sense of rhythm with repetition. What other devices does 

King use to impart a sense of melody and rhythm? 
6. What metaphors does King use? Does he use irony?
7. Does King’s speech betray bias? sexist language? If so, is this appropriate, and why? If not, how does 

King avoid biased language? 
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KeY terMs

Speaking from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 
Washington, D.C., on August 28, 1963, Martin Luther 
King Jr. delivered one of the most famous speeches of 
all time. King’s “I Have a Dream” speech was delivered 
during the historic March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom, whose 200,000 to 300,000 participants con-
stituted one of the largest rallies for civil and economic 

rights in the history of the United States. The speech is 
almost unanimously regarded as one of the most sty-
listically savvy and eloquent in the history of oratory 
because of its skillful use of metaphor, repetition, and 
inclusive language. To better understand how style 
relates to one’s message, find a transcript of the speech 
online and attempt to answer the following questions: 

Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream”

aCtiVitY 

LearningCurve adaptive quizzes Video clips to help you improve 
your speeches

LaunchPad for Speech Craft includes a curated collection of speech videos and 
encourages self-assessment through adaptive quizzing. Go to
launchpadworks.com to get access to:
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