
ORIGINAL ORATORY WORKBOOK 

INTRODUCTION 
Welcome! Original Oratory has always been a favorite of mine (shh!), and I’m so glad you’ve risen to 

the challenge. This guide is meant to introduce you to the event, and help you get started, whether 

this is your first time writing a speech, or your fourth.  

It is designed so that you can complete it on your own time, in bite-sized 

chunks.  

The entire thing is meant to be completed over six weeks. If you’re trying to be 

prepared for the Edison tournament (quickly approaching on 10/29) use the 

dates provided. If not, use the table below, and count out the number of weeks 

from the day you got started.  

Item 
Due Date  
(count six weeks back from the tournament date 
you’d like to attend first) 

Topic T 
Research T+1 week 
Outline T+2 weeks 
First Draft T+3 weeks 
Revised and Memorized T+5 weeks 
Tournament-Ready! T+6 weeks 

 

Original as a category, offers you an incredible opportunity to express your thoughts and opinions. 

You are allowed more creative freedom than say, extemp, and more time throughout the season to 

perfect your message—both what you say and how you say it. I’m so excited to see where you take 

this event, and where this event takes you. 

Onward, 

Mama Shark 

P.S. The idea of using a book like this to draft may seem oppressive, like I’m 

forcing everyone to write the same way. This couldn’t be further from the truth- 

your personality should absolutely shine through, and I want to make sure you’re 

giving the speech you want to give. But just like playing jazz music, you must first 

follow the rules before breaking them. This process is designed to give you a 

FIRST draft, not a FINAL draft. Completing a draft this way gives us common 

ground to start from, where we can make strategic choices about where you 

want this performance to go. Don’t sweat the technique.  

Bite sized chunks, 
people. 

"Common 
ground to start 
from. . ." 



THE RULES OF THE ROAD 
Just so everyone’s on the same page, it’s important to know how you’ll be judged from the outset, 

rather than try to retrofit a speech later. The OHSSL is rather generous in the way if judges 

original—you as an author and performer are trusted to choose the best way to express your 

message. If this is your first time in the category, familiarize yourself. If you’ve competed in OO 

before, take another look, and do some reading between the lines. 

[INSERT FROM THE CEM_2016] 

 

TOPIC SEARCHING 
Do you already have an idea for a story you want to tell, one that’s just been 

waiting to burst forth fully-formed from your cranium like a Speech Athena? 

Great! 

Are you currently panicking because I just described a fully-formed Athena, and 

you have no idea where to start? Also great! This section is about how to find 

ideas, those elusive little dinglehoppers that never seem to find us when we 

need them. Truth, ideas are much like rainbows—they seem to appear 

spontaneously, and catching them seems like a lucky accident, though it helps if 

you’re outdoors in an area where it’s recently rained. And when we find them, 

we dance. 

[At this point, you should designate your Victory dance for the rest of this workbook. It becomes 

important later.] 

WHAT MAKES A GOOD TOPIC? 
A “good” topic is ANYTHING YOU CAN WRITE ABOUT. Exceptions apply, but the mark of a good 

topic is its ability to drive the speech. You’re looking for something “wide enough” (generic or open-

ended) to give you a variety of angles, but “narrow enough” (specific) to make your content 

meaningful. Ideally, it contains a spark of human interest to judges and other competitors (who will 

make up 80% of your audience). Finally, it is meaningful to you on a personal level. It is much easier 

to talk about things you care about—your writing is clearer, your emotions more genuine, and your 

enjoyment level higher.  

WHERE DO I LOOK? 
When seeking the elusive rainbow of a good topic, I can’t tell you where to find it; I can only lead 

you to places where you might find it. Here are just a few to get you started: 

 

 

 



1. Mine your personal experience. 

 What sets you apart? Do you wish people understood something about you that you often 

find yourself explaining over and over?  Try and collect those thoughts when you have them.  

For example, if you: 

Descriptor Topic Idea 
Are vegan The environmental and health benefits of 

veganism. 
Have a food allergy The risks of food allergies, and how to treat 

those who have them. 
Volunteer Advocate for why the audience should get 

involved in _________. 
Speak a second language The importance of second-language education. 
Are environmentally-friendly Ways the audience can improve their carbon 

footprint. 
(A note about that last one: The 2009 college champion in an event similar to OO ran a speech about 

reducing the margin size on printed paper. Nothing is off limits here.) 

Try making a list of things you do, parts of your identity, causes you care about, or challenges 

you’ve faced. 

1. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. __________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Recognize what you like in other speeches you’ve watched. What draws your attention? Are you a 

political junkie? Do you love TEDtalks about how the brain works, or how society functions? Do you 

prefer human-interest stories, or those with suggestions for how you can get involved? Follow 

these threads, and you’ll find something you could turn into an awesome speech. 

Name three elements you might like to incorporate into a speech: 

   

   

   



3. Talk to me 

This is always an option, but it is especially an option when you need help or are struggling to find a 

topic. Shoot me an email, or text me on GroupMe.  

WHAT DO I DO WITH IT NOW? 
Once you’ve got a solid foundation, your next step is to find an angle. This is an argument or a 

stance about your topic. It gives your topic interest, and is at the heart of your thesis (don’t worry-

we’re not there yet). This is where your pivot from something general, to something worthy of 

taking the stage for ten minutes. That might sound like a tall order, but remember, this is a first 

draft. Finding a hook is more about guiding your research than anything else. You might find that 

once you get some research under your belt, your opinion—that’s super cool. Just give yourself a 

place to start. So if your topic from the last step was: 

Topic Angle 
I like to read. The value of young adult literature.  
I’m interested in politics. How teens can get involved in elections, even if 

they can’t vote. 
I speak Portuguese. The value of connecting across cultures. 
Write them down here: 

1. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

And Eureka! You have a topic! Do your Victory Dance! When this section is complete, you’ll be ready 

to show Steve or I. Why five topics if I’m only writing one speech, you ask? Answer: Because 

practice is good. And because Steve and I have been around the proverbial block enough to know 

which topics might be too narrow, might cause your trouble researching, are similar to something 

that won nationals last year, etc.  



RESEARCHING 
Woo-Hoo! You’ve conquered the first (and sometimes 

hardest) part of writing an original! Feel free to do 

your designated Victory dance.  

Next up, we’re going to talk about researching, which 

provides the backbone of your speech. Research allows 

you to take your speech from a list of opinions, and 

turn it into a set of arguments used to tell your story. 

No matter what topic you choose, your research will be 

critical to structuring your speech. A few thoughts on 

research before we begin: 

 

1. Don’t worry so much if the research you find disagrees with your opinion. It’s common 

when you find a topic you love to form an opinion/proto-thesis before your begin 

researching—this isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Be open to articles and studies that come 

from a differing point of view. For one, responding to counterarguments strengthens your 

position. For two, every site or journal you read has a bias, or a way of looking at the world 

that influences how they write and what they publish. Finally, you might find that a you 

learn more about your chosen topics, your opinions may change. All these things are A-OK! 

2. Don’t limit what you’re looking for. Often when we start researching, we tend to go in with a 

“grocery list” mindset—as in, I need sources to back up this claim, or statistics that say 

exactly this thing. That’s a useful strategy if you already have an outline, but it can be 

limiting while you’re starting out. At least for this first round of research, try and stay open-

minded. 

a. That said, you will need at least one statistic for 90% of speeches. That statistic is an 

impact number. How many/How much? How many Americans have food allergies? 

How much do we spend annually on NASA? Those kinds of statistics give your 

speech scope—it helps your audience understand the scale of your topic.  

ALRIGHT, NOW WHERE DO I LOOK? 
Depending on your topic, a variety of sources are acceptable (and indeed, welcome) when crafting 

your speech. While I’m certain you’re a pro at researching because of any English class you’ve ever 

taken be on the lookout for the following: 

-Is this a credible source? 

In general, look for URLs with .gov or .edu to start. Those are sites maintained by the 

government or educational institutions, and tend to be the most reliable. 

If you don't have a Victory dance, here's a baby 
Leo to cheer you on! 



 

-Whose opinion is this? 

If you’re quoting news articles, try and consider the bias of the site. Sources like Jezebel or 

Fox News may skirt the line of being overly editorial in scope. Remember that every article 

has a bias—you should aim to figure out what it is as you read.  

-Is this journalism? 

Unless you are looking specifically for a personal story, try and stay away from personal 

blogs (a good way to tell—if it includes “wordpress” or “blogspot” in the URL, it’s probably a 

blog). That said, feel free to use Wikipedia—as long as you click the “Sources” section at the 

bottom of the page. If you need, use LexisNexis or Academic Search Complete on the 

library’s computers. If you need help, or don’t know where to start, put some time on the 

calendar with me and we can research together. To start, aim for five (5) solid sources. If 

you can, print them out and highlight the parts you might quote directly. If you can’t print 

them, email a list of links to Jamie.zipfel@gmail.com.  

 1st source 

 2nd source 

 3rd source 

 4th source 

 5th source 

 

 

OUTLINING 
In many ways, the outline/setup of your speech is dependent upon your 

topic, and what you want the speech to accomplish. Therefore, I’d prefer that we outline your 

speech together. Once you’ve read this section, and thought about what you want your speech to do, 

put some time on the calendar with me so we can have an outlining party. Before that happens, 

though, I want to orient you to some of the choices you have when setting up a speech, and the role 

of outlining in that process. A final note before we begin: the outline is more for me than you. If you 

do not usually outline before writing speeches or papers, preferring to dash head-first into the 

drafting phase—fear not! I am not trying to control your process. I’m asking for an outline so that I 

have a better idea of what you want your speech to contain. It helps me figure out how the 

arguments you’re making work together, and identify places where you might need extra research.                                                    

Trust me on this one.  

STRUCTURAL CHOICES 

Victory dance! 

mailto:Jamie.zipfel@gmail.com


Just as no two speeches are the same, and no two speechies will approach a topic the same way, you 

will find that often, speeches fall into a few patterns in terms of set-up. I’m going to briefly describe 

a few of them—you’re welcome to pick a pattern from this list, or feel free to think one up for 

yourself (just run it by me first): 

1. PROBLEM/CAUSE/SOLUTION 
As its name suggests, this structure is best for topics which involve a problem you would like to see 

solved. That problem could be something concrete, like the lack of wheelchair-accessible entrances 

to buildings, or more abstract, like the way we see (and treat) disabled people in America. Either 

way, after your intro, you’ll have one paragraph explaining the problem, one paragraph discussing 

where the problem came from, and a third paragraph talking about ways to solve the problem. Slap 

a conclusion on the end, and you’re good to go!  

2. CAUSE/EFFECT/SOLUTION 
Similar to the problem/cause/solution structure, this pattern is also best for topics which involve 

problems to be solved. However, this structure works better for problems which are easier for the 

audience to understand, since you won’t devote a whole paragraph to explaining the problem. 

Instead, you’ll briefly discuss the problem in the introduction, and add more detail as you go 

(“sprinkling” information about the problem throughout the speech). Sandwiched between your 

intro and conclusion, you’ll dedicate a paragraph to where the problem came from, a paragraph to 

explore the impacts of the problem, and again a paragraph to presenting solutions. The value of this 

structure over a problem/cause/solution approach is that you get the opportunity to explore the 

topic in greater detail. 

3. HISTORY/APPLICATION/IMPLICATION 
If your topic isn’t a problem, but rather an idea you’d like to introduce to your audience, this 

structure might be a good choice. If, for example, you wanted to introduce the audience to light rail 

systems, you would use the first paragraph to discuss the history of metro/light rail lines in the US, 

the second paragraph to discuss how the systems might be used (i.e. to decrease commuter traffic), 

as well as a third paragraph describing the consequences (like decreased number of roads and 

bridges, or environmental benefits) of the topic. Structures like this one are often found in 

informative speaking, but they can be just as engaging in original. Sometimes, you’ll hear this 

pattern referred to as a Past/Present/Future structure—the idea is the same.  

4. CLASSICAL STORY APPROACH 
If your topic is a piece of technology, or if you’d like to use your personal story to drive the 

argument, this may be for you. Think about the way Steve Jobs would introduce new Apple 

products. He would start by introducing the product as a “hero” for the technological challenges of 

the day. He’d then introduce the “conflict”—the market challenges the product faced. Then, he 

would finish by describing the way the product would “overcome” those challenges. It’s tricky to 

think about structuring your speech the way a novel or fairy tale would be structured, but when 

done correctly, this approach can present your topic in a fresh, interesting way. 

5. CHRONOLOGICAL APPROACH 



Perhaps the easiest approach to understand, presenting a topic in chronological order means 

dedicating the paragraphs to “moments” in a timeline in order of when they happened. Compared 

to some of the “flashier” structures presented here, this approach may seem overly simple. That 

couldn’t be further from the truth—sometimes, a simple structure highlights the beauty of a topic in 

ways other approaches cannot. If you were speaking about the role of women in NASA, for example, 

choosing to present information over time could be your best bet. You could start with female 

coders, then astronauts like sally Ride, then the role women play today.  

 

Remember, no matter what, you’ll use the structure between an intro and conclusion. Also 

remember—don’t sweat the structure. I repeat, DON’T SWEAT THE STRUCTURE. I present them 

here only to get you thinking about how you might want to present the information you have. Once 

you have one in mine, label paragraphs 2-4 on the next page. If you feel ready, go ahead and start 

populating the As and Bs with the reasons you’d like to argue for each section. Bring this with you 

to workshop with me. 

THESIS WRITING 
Once you have all the pieces of your outline in place, it’s time to craft a thesis—a SINGLE SENTENCE 

that tells the audience what you’re arguing. If you’ve been taught to write the thesis first, then build 

the rest of the outline, you may be thinking: Jamie, this is backwards! I hear you. My response is 

this: How do you know what you’re arguing until you lay it all out in front of you? 

A good thesis is specific enough to be argumentative (meaning you can defend it). It is vague 

enough to let your audience hear the rest of the speech. Typically, it does not include evidence like 

statistics or quotations. You know you’ve got a good one when every part of your speech (your 

labels for 2, 3, and 4) backs up what you’ve said. For example: 

 

NOT GOOD: Gender-neutral bathrooms are good. 

GOOD: As a society, we should embrace gender-neutral bathrooms.  

The difference is a subtle one. The word “should” moves the thesis away from being a value 

judgment (X is good or bad), and moves toward a position (taking a stand on the issue). If your 

topic is not a problem to be solved, this can be a thorny process. As always, reach out to me if you’re 

having trouble. Once you’ve got a thesis, write it in your outline in section 1c.  

 

SIGNIFICANCE STATEMENT 



The other MVP of your introduction is one that gets a lot less airtime than your thesis. You might 

have heard the term thrown around among extempers, if you’ve spent time with them. Like the 

thesis, the significance statement is a SINGLE SENTENCE that tells the audience why your topic 

matters. It typically comes right before the thesis, and draws the audience into the topic as 

something you should argue. It’s the answer to the question, “Why should I care?” 

Once you’ve got a significance statement, write it in section 1b above.  

ROADMAP 
The last sentence of your introduction is another important structural component of the speech. 

Commonly called a “roadmap”, this sentence is where you tell the audience how you’re going to 

prove your thesis. In practice, it is constructed by turning the titles of each of your body paragraphs 

into a single sentence. For example, “Today, I’ll discuss the history of solar power, then explain its 

current applications, and then describe the implications of this technology for the future”. If you’ve 

ever seen an OO round, you’re familiar with the “flashier” roadmaps—often, writers will use a 

theme to structure their roadmap. Feel free to get creative with this sentence, as with all the others, 

and when you’re ready type it into section 1d earlier.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OUTLINE [TITLE]______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Victory Dance! 



1. Introduction:  

a. Attention Getting Device 

b. Significance Statement: 

c. Thesis: 

d. Roadmap: 

2.   

a.   

i.   

b.   

i.   

c. Transition: 

3.   

a.   

i.   

b.   

i.   

c. Transition: 

4.   

a.   

i.   

b.   

i.   

c. Transition:  

5. Conclusion 



CONCLUSION 
Now that you’ve got the puzzle pieces of the beginnings of a speech put together, get out there 

and draft!  

 

You have my blessing, and as always, feel free to get in touch with me if you need me. Send me 

drafts as soon as you have them—remember, it may take me up to a week to review and edit 

your draft.  

 

Go, tell your story! 

 


