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Chapter 5 

Learning Objectives 

After reading this chapter, the student will be able to: 

 Explain the difference between primary and secondary 

sources; 

 Access and find reliable information in GALILEO databases; 

 Access and find resources in the library catalog; 

 Access and find reliable information on the Internet; 

 Explain basic terminology needed for Internet research; 

 Distinguish between reliable and unreliable information on 

the       Internet; 

 Construct a short survey usable for analyzing an audience; 

 Conduct short interviews for information for speeches; 

 Recognize information that should be cited. 

 

Chapter Preview 

5.1 – Primary and Secondary Research 

5.2 – Accessing Information 

5.3  - Research on the Internet 

5.4 – Conducting Your Own Research 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 
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5.1 – Primary and Secondary Research 

 As noted in Chapters 1 and 3, credibility as a speaker is one 

of your main concerns. Among many voices, you must prove that 

yours is worth attention. You can do this by  

 using engaging narratives,  

 having energetic delivery, and  

 meeting the needs of your audience.  

However, a foundational way is to offer support for the points you 

make in your speech, which you can do by providing evidence 

from other sources, which you will find by doing research.  

      You have access to many sources of information: books in 

print or electronic format, Internet webpages, journal articles in 

databases, and information from direct, primary sources through 

surveys and interviews. With so many sources, information          

literacy is a vital skill for  researchers.  

      The term “research” is a broad one, for which the Merriam-

Webster dictionary offers two basic definitions: 

studious inquiry or examination; especially: investigation 

or experimentation aimed at the discovery and interpreta-

tion of facts, revision of accepted theories or laws in the 

light of new facts, or practical application of such new or 

revised theories or laws 

and the more applicable meaning for this chapter, the collecting 

of information about a particular subject. 

 The first definition given refers, appropriately, to primary      

research, w hich depends on primary sources. The term  

"primary source" means that the material is first-hand, or straight 

from the source, so to speak.  

      For example, if a psychology researcher wanted to under-

stand the stressors on military personnel in Afghanistan, he or 

she could interview them personally, read blog posts or other 

writings of the service personnel, or give them a survey with clear 

questions about their experiences and concerns. The information 

gathered in each of these examples would come straight from the 

“source.” 

      Another example would be an education professor who 

wants to understand if texting in class affects student learning. 

She might set up an experiment with similar students in two    

classes taught exactly the same way. One class has to follow a 

strict policy of no texting and where the other has no policy about 

texting. At the end of the semester she would compare test scores.  

Information literacy 

the ability to  

recognize when  

information is  

needed and have the 

ability to locate,  

evaluate, and  

effectively use the 

needed information  

(American Library 

Association, 1989) 

Primary research 

new research, carried 

out to answer specific 

questions or issues 

and discover 

knowledge 

Primary sources 

information that is 

first-hand or straight 

from the source;     

information that is 

unfiltered by          

interpretation or     

editing  

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 
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      Journalists, historians, biologists, chemists, psychologists,      

sociologists, and others conduct primary research, which is part 

of achieving a doctorate in one’s field and adding to what is called 

“the knowledge base.” For your speeches, you might use primary 

sources as well. Let’s say you want to do a persuasive speech to 

convince your classmates to wear their seatbelts. Some of the 

basic information you might need to do this is: 

 how many people in the class don’t wear seatbelts regularly, 

and  

 why they choose not to.  

 You could conduct primary research and directly ask your class-

mates if they wear their seatbelts and, if not, why not. This way, 

you are getting information directly from a primary source. (Later 

in this chapter we will look at some ways you could do this         

efficiently.) 

      It is possible that you will access published primary 

sources in your research for this speech class (and you will        

definitely do so as you progress in your discipline). Additionally, 

and more commonly,  you will use secondary sources, which are 

articles, books, and websites that are compilations or interpreta-

tions of the primary sources. 

      One way to assess the quality of a secondary source is to 

look at its references or bibliography.  A reliable source will cite 

other sources to support its claims. (Likewise, a well-researched 

speech will provide support for its argument by using evidence 

obtained from reliable sources.) 

5.2 – Accessing Information in the Dalton State  

Library 

          Finding information is easy; finding reliable information 

that you can use confidently in a speech is more challenging. As a 

researcher, your responsibility is to identify useful, relevant, and 

understandable sources to help you decide how to approach your 

speech and to support your ideas. The library is a good place to 

start this research.  It is accessible through the College’s website 

(Figure 5.1) 

“GIL-Find,” the Library Catalog 

          Books are a logical place to begin, because they provide a 

broad overview of a topic. You can find them by searching the    

library’s catalog, “GIL-Find,” which provides a searchable listing 

of all the books, e-books, and resources available from Roberts 

Library. Access to the  library catalog is available from the         

Library’s webpage (see Figure 5.2).  

Secondary sources 

information that is 

not directly from the 

source; information 

that has been       

compiled, filtered, 

edited, or interpreted 

in some way  

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

Did you know... 

As a Dalton State     

College student, you 

can check out books 

from other University      

System of Georgia 

schools, either in    

person, or by having 

them delivered using a 

service called GIL    

Express.   

This  service helps 

when you need books 

Roberts Library does 

not have available. The 

delivery takes a few 

days, so be sure to     

order books about a 

week in advance! 
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Figure 5.1 

Figure 5.2 
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Figure 5.4 

Figure 5.3 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 
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Peer-reviewed 

a review process in 

which other scholars 

have read a work of 

scholarly writing (an 

article, book, etc.) 

and judged it to be 

accurate according to 

the research rules of 

that discipline  

          The library catalog home page is shown in Figure 5.3. You 

can search the library catalog using keywords about your topic. 

For example, see Figure 5.4, which shows the results page of a 

search for Attention Deficit Disorder. 

          The search results pages will show materials in all formats, 

and if you would like items only in a particular format, you may 

narrow the search using the facets on the left side of the screen. 

This “Refine my results” section also lets users narrow their 

search by date, author, subject, and more.  

          Each item listed on the results page allows you to get the 

information you need to access these sources. For items physi-

cally available in the library, “Get it” lets you know the location, 

call number, and item status.  

          If you are trying to view an e-book or streaming media, 

“View it” provides links to full access. The library’s catalog has a 

variety of    helpful features, including an integrated option to  

order books from   other schools if the Dalton State copy is 

checked out.  Users can log in to GIL-Find using  their   

MyDaltonState credentials to save searches and items for future 

reference, and see their checkout history, as well as renew items 

online.  

GALILEO 

 GALILEO , also accessible from the library’s website 

(Figure 5.2), is a portal to over 300 databases, each containing 

hundreds of journals, each journal consisting of hundreds of    

articles, which means that there are millions of possible sources  

in GALILEO. What you need is probably there; it’s just a matter 

of finding it. GALILEO takes a little more time and effort than 

using an Internet search engine, but it will provide you much 

more reliable information. 

 Most of the content in GALILEO is articles from               

periodicals. Periodicals are works that are published on a regular,        

ongoing basis, such as magazines, academic journals, and news-

papers.  

 Although GALILEO does index newspapers and popular      

magazines, for college-level research, it is best used for accessing     

academic journals. Almost all content in academic journals is 

peer-reviewed. That m eans that other  scholars have 

read the articles and judged them to be accurate according to the 

research rules of that discipline.  

 For example, if an article is in a biological sciences        

journal,  other biologists have read the article and determined 

that the information is sound and worth contributing to their 

Periodicals 

works that are      

published on a      

regular, ongoing     

basis, such as       

magazines, academic 

journals, and       

newspapers 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

GALILEO  

options 

 Browse by  

subject shows all 

databases in specific 

subject areas. 

 Browse by type lets 

you see resources 

based on format 

(maps, images,    

statistics, etc.) 

 Databases A-Z 

shows all 300+    

databases, sorted 

alphabetically 

 Journals A-Z lets 

you look up items 

starting with a     

citation. 
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Figure 5.5 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 
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field of study. If it’s a journal in psychology, the writers followed 

correct procedures for  gathering data on human subjects and  

interpreting the data. Because GALILEO indexes peer-reviewed 

material and because much of what is there has been published in 

a print form, the publisher stands behind the publication and is 

responsible for the information’s reliability. 

 Many students like to use Google Scholar to find journal       

articles, and it is a good source for finding the publication          

information, but often users cannot actually access the full article 

because a subscription fee must be paid. You will not have that 

problem in GALILEO.  The surrounding pages have screenshots 

of GALILEO to explain how to use it.  

 On the “About Roberts Library Page,” find the GALILEO 

link (Figure 5.2). If you are on campus, you will go directly to the         

GALILEO page; if you are off-campus, you will have to sign in 

with your username and password for MyDaltonState. You might 

also be prompted to type in a specific password for GALILEO, but 

that password changes each semester, so you will have to consult 

your instructor or the library to obtain it. 

 At the GALILEO page, you will have several options (see 

the box  at right). The large search box featured prominently on 

the page can be a good place to start, but does not include all the 

content and features of many valuable databases, which is         

especially helpful for  in-depth subject research, such as that done 

in upper-level classes. The search box defaults to a basic search, 

but “Advanced Search” will allow you to select your preferences 

before you start.  

 Let’s say you are researching medications prescribed to 

treat  attention deficit disorder in children. You do not want to 

find information about medications used for adults. You can    

target your search through GALILEO’s Advanced Search function 

(you can do the same thing with Internet Search Engines like 

Google or Yahoo!). Advanced Search lets you control where 

search terms appear, include multiple search parameters, exclude 

terms, and customize your search as desired.                    

 An example of these techniques is shown in Figure 5.5.  

Notice first the words “attention deficit  disorder” in quotation 

marks. Using the quotation marks is not always necessary, but it 

will work to keep those words as a unit and the search engine will 

not look for “attention” or “deficit” or “disorder” by  themselves. 

Also notice that in the dropdown menu beside it, “Abstract ” is 

highlighted. Again, this is not always necessary, but if the article 

is really about “attention deficit disorder,” that unit of words will 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 
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Figure 5.6 
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Interlibrary 

Loan 

If you are unable to 

access the full text of 

an article, and would 

like to order a copy, 

the library’s Interli-

brary Loan service 

can help you, usually 

for free! Email 

ill@daltonstate.edu 

with the details  

about the article you 

would like, and you 

will receive an       

electronic copy of it 

to read. Like GIL    

Express, be sure to  

allow yourself a few 

extra days for this 

service. 
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appear in the abstract. An abstract is a summary that accompa-

nies every article in the databases, and abstracts are commonly 

written to accompany academic articles when published. 

 Also notice that two other words placed in the second and 

third boxes of the search engine; the Advanced Search allows for 

more      focused search in this way. For “medication” an asterisk 

is placed at the end, which works as a placeholder. The search  

engine will look for “medication” and medications” in this case. 

The researcher could use “medicat*” for “medicated,” 

“medication,” etc. The same  approach is used in the last box—

“adult*” for “adults” or “adult.” 

 However, you will see that the word “AND” is switched to 

“NOT” before the last box. This is part of  Boolean search. This 

term refers to a method of using search engines in databases and 

the Internet that allows the user to combine key terms or words 

with the “operators” AND, NOT, or OR to find more relevant     

results. By doing so, the  researcher excludes any articles that 

have the words “adult” or “adults” in the abstracts. You also have 

the option to use the word OR, which further affects your search.  

 In a Boolean search, if you use “AND,” the search engine 

will only look for records that have “attention deficit disorder” 

AND “medication*” in them, which will give you fewer results 

(but likely better ones in terms of what you are looking for). If you 

use the word OR, the search engine will look for articles that have 

“attention deficit disorder” OR “medication*” in them—obviously 

not what you want  because you would get articles that are about 

medication but have nothing to do with attention deficit disorder.  

 The Boolean search method comes from mathematics, and 

you can think of it like a Venn Diagram. If you use “AND,” you get 

fewer results.  If you use “OR,” you get more, but the results may 

not be precise for what you are trying to find. 

 Figure 5.6 illustrates the Venn Diagram principle and a 

Boolean search example. Using the search terms “Stimulant 

Drugs” OR “Treatments for ADD” will include everything in the 

whole diagram. “Stimulant Drugs” AND “Treatments for ADD” 

will only include the center portion. “Stimulant Drugs” NOT 

“Treatments for ADD” will give you the results shown on the left 

side only, while “Treatments for ADD” NOT “Stimulant Drugs” 

will return the search results depicted on the right side of the     

diagram only.  

 As you can see, you can control your search a great deal, 

even making it so specific that nothing will be found! If you look 

below the search fields in Figure 5.5, you will find that you can 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

Abstract 

a summary that     

accompanies articles 

in databases  

Boolean search 

a method of using 

search engines in    

databases and the        

Internet that allows 

the user to combine 

key terms or words 

with the “operators” 

AND, NOT, or OR to 

find more relevant 

results  
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also put other controls on what the search engine finds. You can 

control for the date of the publication, the language, the format, 

and other factors. The next screen we will look at for this        

GALILEO search shows what would actually come up when you 

click  the “Search” button (Figure 5.7). 

 From this results page, you can read the first article by 

clicking the “PDF Full Text” icon at the bottom of the record. The 

next two search results do not show any full text options. This 

means you will have to click the blue “Find It” button to check for 

access. If none is available, don’t worry—the library can  order a 

copy using Interlibrary Loan (see box to the right). 

 If you click on the title of an article, you will go to the 

screen shown in Figure 5.8, which gives you more information, 

and offers helpful tools on the right hand side of the screen. The 

“Cite” tool is  popular, because it will generate a pre-formatted 

entry for your Works Cited (MLA) or References (APA) page, 

which you can cut and paste into your paper. You can also read 

the abstract to see if it is what you are really  looking for before 

printing it.  Additionally, you can email the article to yourself and 

do a number of other functions. 

 This has been a short look at a basic search in GALILEO. 

You can access articles by searching individual databases, some of 

which catalog articles from journals in specific disciplines, such as 

psychology, education, medicine, or literature. There is one data-

base worth examining  that can greatly help you in your finding 

sources for your speeches. 

 The database that many public speaking instructors like to 

recommend to their students is Opposing Viewpoints Resource 

Center (OVRC). This database covers hundreds of topics. Even 

better, OVRC will provide articles from a variety of periodicals 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

On citation 

The field of communication uses APA (American Psychological Association) format, used in most  

sciences. Your instructor may allow you to use MLA (Modern Language Association) instead, which is 

used in English classes.  

The Online Writing Lab for Purdue  University (https://www.owl.english.purdue.edu) is a great       

resource. Roberts Library also has helpful library guides on MLA and APA. 

 

When using automatically generated citations, be sure to proofread.  

As helpful as computers are, they are not infallible!  

https://www.owl.english.purdue.edu
http://libguides.daltonstate.edu/mla
http://libguides.daltonstate.edu/apa
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Figure 5.7 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

Figure 5.8 



Exploring Public Speaking  94  

 

(magazines, newspapers, and academic journals) that explore 

both sides—pro and con—of  current issues. For example, if you 

want to research the subject of raising the minimum wage, OVRC 

will provide articles on why it should be raised and why it should 

not be raised from moral, economic, practical, and political view-

points. One of the values of OVRC is that when you are preparing 

your persuasive speech you will need to know the arguments of 

the “other side” so that you can bring them up in your speech and 

refute them. 

 To access Opposing Viewpoints Resource Center, use the 

“Databases A-Z” option on the main GALILEO page, then click on 

“O” and find it in the list. (this process is illustrated in figure 5.9). 

You can browse the subject categories, or search by keyword. See 

Figure 5.10 for a look at this database. Note that many of the 

tools, such as email, print, and cite, are available in this database 

as well.  

5.3 – Research on the Internet 

 We’ve all had the experience of typing a search term into 

Google and coming up with 5,000,000 “hits.” What can you do 

with 5,000,000 webpages? Of course, not all of them are relevant 

or reliable. The first ones, at least on Google, will be  businesses 

trying to sell their products. This is how Google makes money, 

and it does it very well. The second one will probably be Amazon  

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

Figure 5.9 
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Wikipedia, and the next few will be the websites that get the 

most traffic.  

 If you type in “attention deficit disorder” (with the quota-

tion marks) on any given day (it will of course change from day 

to day), you might find something like the image shown in       

Figure 5.11.  No surprises; you have seen this many times, or 

something very similar. In this case, some of the top links look 

like they could be useful for reliable information, but we know 

this is not always the case. 

 If you “Google” the term “Advanced Search,” you will be 

taken to Google’s Advanced Search page. The same is true in   

Yahoo!; if you type “Yahoo! Advanced Search USA” into the     

YAHOO! basic search engine, you will find a more sophisticated 

search engine. Pictures of the two are found in Figure 5.12 

(Google) and 5.13 (Yahoo!). These  advanced search engines are 

Figure 5.10 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 



Exploring Public Speaking  96  

 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

Figure 5.11 

Figure 5.12- Google’s Advanced Search Engine Page 
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easy to use and more useful to someone looking for focused, 

reliable information for a speech. They are also  intuitive, espe-

cially now that you have seen the advanced search engines in 

GALILEO. 

 Before we continue, let’s clarify some common terms 

used in Internet searches. First, a couple of definitions and 

some background. All Internet sites have a top-level domain. 

You know these as .edu, .gov., .org., .com., or .net; Merriam-

Webster (2016) formally defines it as a “section of the Internet 

that is made up of computers or sites that are  related in some 

way (such as by use or source).” A website ends in the domain 

term; a webpage (the individual pages of a website) will have 

letters, punctuation, and numbers after the domain term and   

backward slash mark. This is part of a page’s overall web       

address, known as the URL. 

 Domains, of course, indicate the type of organizations 

using that “after the dot” set of letters. .ORGs are nonprofit   

organizations. They can have good information, but are not  

totally free from bias; the Democratic party’s website is 

a .ORG. .GOVs are websites for state, local, and federal govern-

ments. They also have a great deal of good information, but 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 

Figure 5.13 - Yahoo!’s Advanced Search Engine Page 

Domain  

a section of the      

Internet that is made 

up of computers or 

sites that are related 

in some way (such as 

by use or source);   

examples               

include .com, .edu. 

.net, and .gov  
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will not have information showing the negative sides of government 

policies. .EDUs are tied to colleges and universities (elementary and 

high schools are considered part of local governments and 

have  .GOV in their URLs). Some of them have good research, but 

most are full of information geared for students at that institution. 

Of course, .COMs are for businesses. They are not totally unreliable, 

but one would not expect unbiased information on most of them. 

Ford.com is not going to post negative reviews of their vehicles’ safe-

ty ratings. Monster.com is a good place for information on job 

searches, but it also wants to sell viewers a service. 

Evaluating Websites 

 Finding a webpage with information on it is just the first step. 

How should they be evaluated so you know the information or     

analyses there is reliable? CAPOW is an acronym that can be used as 

a guide for determining how well suited a website or webpage may be 

for research purposes. According to Price (2008), who produced a 

video about CAPOW for YouTube, CAPOW stands for: 

CURRENCY. Is the inform ation posted on the site up -to-

date? If studies are cited, are the dates of the information    

given? This standard will be more important with scientific, 

health, and    current event topics. If information about the 

earthquakes in  Haiti is from 2012, it is not reliable to explain 

what is happening there now. 

AUTHORITY. Is the person or  organization behind the 

site an authority, that is, has credentials, expertise, and the 

respect of others in the field? Having an education or doctor-

ate is  important, but it must be in that particular subject. Can 

you even determine who or what organization is behind the 

website?  

PURPOSE. Is the person or  organization behind the 

website  trying to persuade you to a viewpoint or trying to  

further a cause? Can you recognize it? The fact that the organ-

ization is trying to advocate for something, such as disaster 

relief or  ending animal abuse, does not mean the information 

is  unreliable. In fact, it may be from very good sources. It just 

means you should be aware that it is presenting good evidence 

on one side of an issue, but there could be good evidence on 

the other side. 

OBJECTIVITY. This one is closely tied to purpose; it also 

has to do with the sources from which the website uses quotes 

and evidence. For example, one of the “hot” topics in recent 

years has been whether infants and toddlers should be         

vaccinated. As you probably know, anti-vaccination advocates 

Chapter 5:  Researching Your Speeches 
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cite studies from the past that seem to connect the     

chemicals in vaccines to autism and other conditions, 

even to fatalities in children. One must read carefully to 

determine who and what is being cited and look into more 

than a couple of sources on the Internet to get the full  

picture of this controversy. There are many websites that 

will provide information on both sides of the debate. 

Some will have .ORG in the domain. These organizations 

and sources can be very passionate in their writing, but 

passion, assertions, and name-calling do not signal        

reliable information. 

WRITING STYLE. Have you ever  received one of 

those emails telling you that you are inheriting money but 

you have to take some funds out of your bank account and 

wire it to someone, usually overseas? Many people fall for 

those, unfortunately, but they should not because the 

writing style usually has a number of mistakes in it and 

signs that the person is not familiar with English (along 

with the fact that the claims are kind of ridiculous). There 

are websites like this, too. Additionally, note the tone of 

the writing. Using the example above, a website called 

www.humanosphere.org is pro-vaccine, and contains a 

report on how the media became more pro-vaccine after 

the measles scare at Disneyworld. It refers to Disneyworld 

as “one of our nation’s holiest sites,” which shows a       

sarcastic tone. 

 Furthermore, in Chapter 3 and Chapter 7, the topic of   

using sources correctly is discussed. In both cases, you would 

want to be sure not to take information out of context. For       

example, on the website vaccines.procon. org, this statement   

appears in the “con” side: “According to the CDC, all vaccines 

carry a risk of a life-threatening allergic reaction (anaphylaxis) in 

about one per million children.” It is followed by a link to a      

formal citation. An unethical speaker could just leave out that 

last part and use the statement “According to the CDC, all        

vaccines carry a risk of a life-threatening allergic reaction 

(anaphylaxis)” to give the wrong impression of what the Centers 

for Disease Control published. 

 If all this makes you think that you should be skeptical of 

information on the Internet, at least in terms of using it for your 

speeches, then that is good—you should!  

 Of course, one source that many students have questions 

about using is Wikipedia. Most of us use Wikipedia or similar 

sites to look up the answers to pressing questions such as “Was 
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Val Kilmer in the film Willow?” or “When is the next solar 

eclipse?” However, it is unlikely that your instructor will be        

satisfied with your using evidence from Wikipedia (or other Wiki-

type sites). 

 There are a couple of reasons for this. One is that Wikipe-

dia is, like a dictionary, a basic reference source. Like a printed 

encyclopedia, it is used for basic or general information about a 

topic, but this means that it is not suitable for serious college-level 

research.  

 Additionally, because anyone on Wikipedia (or any Wiki 

site) can update    information, there is no guarantee that what 

you read will be up-to-date or correct. While Wikipedia and its 

editors make every effort to maintain the accuracy of entries, with 

millions of pages on the site, that isn’t always possible. Also, 

sometimes the information in Wikipedia is just plain wrong, and 

there are so many pages on Wikipedia that it is difficult to keep all 

of them up to standard. The previously cited CAPOW video gives 

the example of a posting from a few years back that claimed the 

comedian Sinbad had died, even though he is still alive. Another 

example, given in Thomas Friedman’s The World is Flat (2005), 

is of a well-known CEO who spent years trying to clear his name 

when incorrect information about him was posted on Wikipedia 

and then reposted on several other sites. 

 Wikipedia is a good place to go to obtain basic information 

or general knowledge about your subject and you can use the     

references at the bottom of the page (if there are any) to look for 

information elsewhere. But saying to an audience, “my source for 

the information in this speech is Wikipedia” will probably do little 

to convince your audience that you are knowledgeable and have 

done adequate research for the speech. 

5.4 – Conducting Your Own Research 

 Up to this point, we have discussed finding secondary 

sources or primary sources that are published. It is also possible 

for you to use some truly firsthand research in your speeches. 

Surveys 

 The first type of primary research you can use is through      

surveys. Your instructor may ask you to construct a short survey 

to learn something about your audience before, for example, a 

persuasive speech. A survey can be helpful if the questions are 

correctly written and if the survey is not too long. 

 For the most part, a survey should use objective questions. 

That means questions with a few predetermined answers for the 
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survey-takers to choose from, such as multiple-choice, true-false, 

I agree/Neutral/I   disagree, or yes-no. If the researcher wants to 

construct a multiple choice question, he or she must try to        

provide all the reasonable options. For example, if the student 

wanted to give a speech about why consumers should not buy gas 

with ethanol, and used the question: 

What grade of gas do you buy for your car? 

Regular 

Medium 

High Octane/Premium 

 This question left out the option of diesel. It also failed to     

account for students who don’t own or drive a car, who are unsure 

what grade of gasoline they buy, or who buy more than one grade 

of gasoline. You also don’t want to ask open-ended questions for a 

short survey like this. If you wanted to know what grocery store in 

the area your audience patronized, this question would be a prob-

lem: 

At which grocery store does your family shop? 

 _______________________ 

The version shown below would be more useful and easy to       

interpret: 

At which of these grocery stores does your family shop?  

 Food Lion 

 Food City 

 Target 

 Publix 

 Kroger 

 Save-a-Lot 

 Walmart 

 Shoprite 

 Other: ______________________ 

 

 Additionally, you should allow the people taking your     

survey to select more than one of the responses, since few people 

shop at just one store. Or you could phrase the question, “At 

which of these grocery stores does your family spend most of its 

money?” In that case, there would only be one answer, and it 

would tell you more specific information. 
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 The criteria for what constitutes a “short” survey are fluid, 

but five questions would probably be enough to let you know what 

you need. A survey taker would probably become tired of answer-

ing a long list of questions or suspicious of too many, too vague, 

or too personal  questions, making them likely to give totally    

honest answers. Asking what brand of shampoo someone uses is 

less intrusive than asking how many times a week someone   

washes her hair. 

 If you want to know about attitudes of your audience, you 

should write questions in an unbiased way. “Do you favor raising 

the minimum wage in our state to $15.00 per hour?” is more     

balanced than “Do you believe that business owners in our state 

should be required to treat their employees better by having to 

raise their minimum wage to a more reasonable and fair $15.00 

per hour?” You also would not want to insult your survey takers 

with questions such as “Do you agree that young people whose 

parents brought them into this country illegally should be de-

ported?” You also want to state the issue positively.  A question 

like “Are you against the government repealing cuts to Medicaid?” 

is confusing; better, “Should the government increase or decrease 

Medicaid spending?” 

 Finally, how should you administer the survey? Today 

there are online tools, even free ones, for surveys; probably the 

most popular are Survey Monkey and Google Forms. These are 

easy to use and helpful for short surveys; usually you need to pay 

a fee for extensive surveys to large numbers of people. You can 

also interview people orally with surveys, but that is time-

consuming and often hurts the anonymity that we expect with 

surveys. Your instructor may have you make photo-copies and 

pass them around class. Either way, knowing your audience’s   

level of knowledge and their attitudes about your topic ahead of 

time can be a helpful source in creating an audience-centered 

speech. 

Interviews 

 You may also benefit from conducting an interview with a 

person who is knowledgeable about your topic, such as a profes-

sional with educational and career  credentials in their field.     

Using a first-hand interview will add a great deal of credibility to 

your speech, if done correctly.  If you are going to give a speech 

about the effects of the No Child Left Behind policy or the       

Common Core standards, it makes sense to talk to an elementary 

school principal for her knowledge and expertise on the issue. 

 However, there are good ways to do this and bad ways. 

Here are some valuable strategies. 
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1. Do the interview AFTER you have read some published 

sources on the topic, not before. You should have a good     

understanding of the basic issues involved. For example, if 

you are giving a persuasive speech on drinking and driving 

and you want to interview a state trooper, you should have 

gathered the statistics on the problem and information on the 

laws in your state from published sources or the Internet    

before interviewing the officer.  

 If you are interviewing a registered nurse who works in a 

mental health facility about the problems faced by those    

suffering from schizophrenia, you would want to be sure to 

understand the terminology of the disease, how prevalent it 

is, some information on causes, and how schizophrenia      

presents itself in a patient. You will be far more knowledge 

able and able to ask good questions if you have a foundation. 

2. Be sure you have chosen the right person. Another instructor 

at your college may not be willing to be interviewed because 

he or she may think you are trying to get out of doing re-

search in published sources. 

3. Make an appointment with the interviewee, and be on time 

for it.  Likewise, assume that the person you are interviewing 

is busy and cannot give you lots of time. This assumption may 

be wrong, but it’s better to go in with the expectation of lim-

ited time than to expect the person to speak with you for an 

hour.  

4. Prepare your questions in advance and have your questions 

in a    logical order. Do not say, “I have to give a speech on 

____. What can you tell me about it?” 

5. Ask the person for information you cannot get from other 

sources. For example, the interviewee will probably not know 

national statistics off the top of her head. She will know about 

her daily experience with the topic. The principal mentioned 

before will be able to talk about test score trends at her 

school, but not across the nation. 

6.  Be sure not to ask inappropriate, proprietary, or embarrassing 

questions. If you were interviewing a human resources officer 

about how the company trains employees to prevent safety 

hazards, he probably would not respond well to “How many 

workers’  compensation claims has this company had to file 

this year?” You are not  an investigative journalist.  

7.  Finally, write the person a thank you note or email afterward. 

He or she has done you a big favor, it’s the right thing to do, 

and you might need to network with that professional later. 
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What to Do with All These Sources 

 As you prepare your speeches for this course, your in-

structor will probably have specific requirements for your 

sources. He or she might require a mix of sources in different 

formats. Chapters 3, 7, 9, 12, and 13 all discuss supporting    

material and evidence to some extent, including how to cite 

sources in a speech and how to avoid plagiarism. One question 

you might have is, “should I cite every piece of infor-

mation I find and use in the speech?”  

 Some information is considered “common knowledge,” 

and if it is, it usually does not have to be “cited.” Usually we 

think of this as the general kind of historical or scientific infor-

mation found in encyclopedias. That the chemical formula for 

water is H2O and that it freezes at 32 degrees Fahrenheit is   

general knowledge. Everyone knows that. But common 

knowledge goes a little further. Generally, if you use ten sources 

for your speech, and over half of them have the same piece of 

information, you can consider that common knowledge.  

 What you would want to cite is “unique” knowledge,    

information you find in one source and that is both reliable and 

supportive of your speech. If one particular source goes into 

more detail and depth about a subject and provides information 

not found in most of the other sources, that would be “unique” 

and something you would cite. 

 Of course, another, and usually the best, option is to find 

the original source. If you were researching the topic of sexual 

harassment and found the same  definition of it on several 

sources, you might be tempted not to cite any source for that 

definition. But the original source is important—the    federal 

government’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. It 

would make sense to cite the information as  coming from a 

federal government agency. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter has covered a lot of information that will  be 

useful to you in your public speaking class as well as other    

classes. Having a strong   research foundation will give your 

speech interest and credibility. This chapter has shown you how 

to access information but also how to find reliable information 

and evaluate it. 
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Something to Think About 

  

What do you think are the biggest obstacles to doing good    

research for a speech?   

 

How would doing research for a speech, such as informative 

speech for this class, differ from research for a paper in a     

discipline class, such as psychology or history? 

 

As you progress in your major, you will have opportunities to 

do undergraduate research.  How do you think that will differ 

from the research you are doing for this course? 

 




