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I. Course Preface (Setting tone and expectations) 
 

A. Even before intros, I want to take a few minutes to lower and raise students’ 
expectations. Writing is really hard. It’s unnatural. It can be intimidating, and 
our education system has devalued it for years. Social media and smart phones 
are trying hard to finish it off. 

 
B. Lots of people are embarrassed about this. They shouldn’t be. Humans aren’t 

made for reading and writing; we’re made for talking and listening. (A truth 
that pays dividends once a writer understands it.) Foals vs. babies. 

 
C. Incentives of our corporate and political culture today devalue it further. 

“Owning” opponents is easier – less intellectually demanding and less 
personally risky – than persuading them. Enraging gets more clicks than 
engaging. Lots of principals – politicians, pundits, etc. – and their writers join 
that race to the bottom, personally benefiting from contributing to our 
collective indignity. 

 
D. This course will teach you how to rise above that temptation, and still succeed. 

You can learn the Dark Side of the Force any time you want – just spent a few 
minutes on Twitter. It’s easy to be a bad speechwriter – just turn on C-Span. If 
you want to write speeches, I want to show you how to write speeches worth 
writing and worth hearing. 

 
E. Writing can’t be taught; has to be learned. The only way to learn it is the only 

way humans learn anything – by screwing up. Trial-and-error. The only way to 
write good speeches to first write bad ones. Too many see that obstacle as 
insurmountable. I encourage everyone to embrace it. “Trying the same thing 
over and over again and expecting a different result” is not the definition of 
insanity – it’s the definition of practice! Learning how to write is about “falling 
up.” 

 
F. Today and tomorrow we’re going talk through some general rules, and then 

work on specific application. Disclaimer: this class is about speech-writing, not 
speech-giving. LI has an excellent public speaking course that I highly 
recommend. Today and tomorrow is all about the words, structure, and 
technique of writing and speechwriting. 

 



II. Introductions 
 

A. Me: Mike Connolly… quick bio. Led workshops before, but this is the first I’ve 
done for LI. Goal is to give you the best experience and focused attention I can. 
 

B. Students intros… 
 

C. What are your biggest hang-ups about writing or speechwriting? 
 

D. What forms are you most comfortable writing? 
 

E. What are you hoping to get out of this? 
 
III. Speechwriting Part 1: Pre-Writing 
 

A. The Audience. Everything starts with the audience. The length of the speech. 
Level of formality. Level of expertise - Dr. X and Mrs. Y – and therefore shallow 
vs. deep treatment of speech’s substance. Age. Class. Political leanings. The 
audience wants you to succeed… but success is on the writer to fit the speech 
to the audience. Respect the audience, and they will give you a hearing – and 
respect means guiding them along the path of the speech. (Note: the audience 
isn’t always the people in the room. Be clear about exactly who the audience is 
and what you want them to take from the speech before you start writing.) 
 

B. Research & Organization. As best as you can, get your research together before 
you start writing. Writing is hard, but re-writing is even harder. You should 
have a sense of the “shape” of the speech before you start writing. Whether it’s 
an outline or a list, or any system you like, have a finite universe of everything 
you know you want to say before you start: good lines, good quotes, good facts 
and stats, good arguments. (This is made much easier on a team, where the 
speechwriter can rely on policy staff for substance and comms staff for 
previously used arguments.) 
 

C. Begin with the end in mind. The purpose of the speech is to persuade the 
audience by the end – to start them at A, and walk them through your 
argument from B to Y, so that when you stop at Z, they agree and are ready to 
do what you want. This is another reason why you want to “close the circle” in 
your mind and ideally on paper before you start typing. You can always add 
major elements in the editing process, but it’s much easier not to have to. 
 

D. Speech is a story: it has to have a beginning, middle, and end. Beginning has to 
grab, middle has to convince, end has to inspire. 



 
[BREAK?] 

 
IV. Speechwriting Part II: Structure 

 
(First, a disclaimer: there are as many ways to write a speech as there are speeches to 
write. There are plenty of times you will want to experiment with structure and tone 
and organization. But in order to know when to break the rules, it’s best to know the 
rules first.) 

 
A. Generic Speech Outline 

 

1. Statement of the Problem 
2. Beginning of the story 
3. New Path/Course/Approach 
4. Substance: policy details, CTA, etc. 
5. Peroration 

 
B. Part 1: Statement of the Problem 

 
1. Begin at the beginning. Right now. Where we are. The speech will take us 

back, and then forward. Start at the present. Why are you giving the speech? 
To whom? 
 

2. You’re here because of the problem. So is the audience. Say and frame it, right 
up front. Don’t leave people in the dark about the point of the speech (unless 
that’s the point).  

 
3. Best way to get the audience to care about the problem is to frame the 

problem as something they already care about. 
 

4. In framing problem, look for unplowed ground. Dumb arguments and trite 
messages are everywhere, on both sides of the aisle. Pay attention to those, 
and look elsewhere. Temptation is always to sound exactly like everyone else, 
only louder – rise above the dumbed-down din. 
 

5. Be original. Be creative. Everyone thinks the problem is X, but maybe it’s 
actually Y. Everyone thinks the problem dates back to 1994, but actually it was 
this other thing in 1976. Everyone thinks this is the president’s fault; actually, 
it’s Congress’s fault. Etc etc. 

 
C. Part 2: Beginning of the Story 



 
1. This is your “origin story” of the problem. As in comic books, it’s the most 

interesting and important piece. Take readers from present back to a time 
when your opponents (or undecideds) and you might already have agreed 
with you.  
 

2. For most, it’s not a refresher, it’s a fresher. No one knows history, so your 
speech should teach it. Use specific examples and stories here, in middle of 
the speech, to revive audience’s attention. 
 

3. Then move forward along the path you’ve outlined, through time, eras, 
trends, trial and error, etc. 
 

4. Example: Reform Agenda vs. 1979; health care, go back to wartime 
deductibility; foreign policy, go back to end of cold war, etc. 
 

5. Wherever you harmlessly can, make concessions here, to reality, to good will 
of opponents, etc. Don’t have to condemn past attempts to do good; can just 
explain why we need to try something new. 

D. Part 3: New Path 
 

1. Explain why and how things went bad. Not necessarily about blaming a 
person or creating a bad guy. Rather, it’s about the forces at play: cultural, 
political, partisan, etc. If you’re conservative, you understand bad things 
happening is the nature of the world. Everyone understands that, which is 
why Self Help is a multi-billion dollar industry. It’s not about blame; it’s about 
where we go from here. 

 

2. New ideas are just new hypotheses, so you need to tie the hypothesis to the 
evidence presenting in the origin story.  
 

3. Paint a picture of the future you envision. Positve, life-changing – health, 
prosperity, happiness, growth, solidarity, whatever it is you’re selling. 

E. Part 4: Substance 

1. By this point, if you’ve done your job, the audience should be sympathetic to 
your read of the evidence.  

 

2. They should be invested in the story. 
 



3. Now you need to lay out the substance to connect the present, deformed as it 
because of the mistakes of the past, to the future you presented in Part 3. 
 

4. What good will come? What incentives will be different? Why will your 
preferred tax rate or healthcare policy or security strategy or immigration 
plan be better? Part 3 is where we want to go; Part 4 is the roadmap to get 
there. 

 
F. Part 5: Peroration 

 
1. Follow up the logic of Part 4 with poetry at the end. Peroration is where you 

stick the landing. This is your happily ever after. 
 

2. But happily ever doesn’t happen on its own. Now that you’ve proven your 
point, do something about it. The audience now has to be challenged to act. 
Use emotion and persuasive presentation to create urgency to do the thing 
the speech has been building toward. 
 

3. Part Four makes them see how your ideas can bring about the better future. 
Part Five burns the connection with images and phrases that inspire their 
emotions. 

 
[QUESTION AND BREAK?] 

 
V. Speechwriting, Part 4: Post-Writing 
 

A. Magic Trick: Read your writing aloud. The ear hears what the eye doesn’t see. If 
you can, mimic the person who’s going to be giving the speech. Speechwriting 
is for the ear, not the eye.  
 

B. Not just about mistakes: listen for cadence and rhythm. Listen for hard-to-
pronounce words and phrases. Remember how hard reading is – make life easy 
for your speaker. 
 

C. Same for flow. Mix up sentence structure and length, unless it’s on purpose. 
Several short sentence create tension. Only do it on purpose. 
 

D. Write big, edit small. Cut as you go. All things equal, shorter is better. Writing is 
about getting your universe of ideas into the draft. Editing is about excising 
what is unnecessary, and tightening was is necessary. 
 



E. Fresh language and arguments. Anything you’ve heard 100 times before, see if 
there is a way to present it differently. 
 

F. Does each paragraph add to the argument? Build on the one before and lead to 
the next? If not, cut it. Same within paragraphs: does each sentence build to the 
next? The audience will hear if you’re wasting their time. Tighten and sharpen 
the speech until it will cut. 
 

G. As you concede certain points, be ready to concede certain lines. Defend the 
small part of the speech that really matters in the editing process. Be flexible on 
the rest. 

 
VI. Practical Tips 
 

A. Tone. A speech isn’t a one-sided conversation. It’s not “just talking.” Oratory is 
as natural to human experience as reading and writing are unnatural to it. “In 
the beginning was the word.” So don’t talk down or talk up to the audience – 
speak to them like the equals they are. Meet them where they are – a think tank 
conference is different from a campaign rally, for instance. But to get the 
audience on your side – or your principal’s side – you need to start on their side. 
That’s why you write out the speech – to show respect. That’s why you 
organize your thoughts – not to waste their time. That’s why your tone is 
respectful, appealing, winsome and winning.  
 

B. Build trust. Persuasion is about connection, connection is about trust. Another 
reason the tone is so important is that your job is to build trust with the 
audience. Good will.  
 

1. Know your core points – the hill the speech will die on - and concede 
unnecessary ones.  

2. Beat the oppositions best arguments, not their weakest. Rhetoric today is 
bad because people think persuasion is about taking a flame-thrower to 
straw-men. Be better than that. 

3. Don’t question motives (unless, on rare occasions, that’s the point of the 
speech). 
 

C. Break new ground. For decades, political communicators have insisted the job 
is like infantry warfare – just keep laying fire on the same target. But it’s not. 
It’s like kung-fu. You need to be original, fine arguments and angles and points 
that haven’t been made before. This is called “framing” and it’s something 
speechwriters actually can do because you have the time and space and word 
count to do it. 



 
D. Sound bytes. Let them come from the speech, from the argument. Don’t build 

around them – that’s what bad speeches do.  
 
VII. Breaking Down History Speeches 
 

A. Gettysburg Address (Easiest… maybe do this end of Day 1) 
B. Lincoln’s Second Inaugural 
C. Reagan’s First Inaugural 
D. Obama’s 2004 DNC Speech 
E. Trump’s Inaugural? 

 
VIII. Breaking Down Students’ Speeches 
 

A. Bulk of Day 2 
 
 


