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Speech
It’s a Technique
Maj. George J. Fust, U.S. Army

A leader who cannot stand in front of a group 
and confidently present ideas or brief a plan is 
a leader missing an opportunity. The spoken 

word is, and will remain, the foundation for how we 
communicate, inspiring others and provoking thought. 
Yet, we are rarely deliberate in leveraging the power 
of speech. Socrates made speech famous as a tool, but 

speech predates the written form as a method for trans-
mitting knowledge. Speech is a critical component of 
professional discourse among our ranks but remains an 
underutilized tool. 

Creating an effective environment for professional 
discourse is inherently multidimensional. Far too often, 
an overreliance on one technique or a methodology of 

The battalion commander briefs paratroopers 13 June 2018 prior to a joint forcible entry assault mission in northern Italy during Rock Drop, 
a multinational training exercise that validated the entire 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry Regiment, 173rd Airborne Brigade. (Photo by Lt. 
Col. John Hall, U.S. Army)
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convenience generates suboptimal results. For maxi-
mum participation and retention, a variety of pedagog-
ical approaches should be considered. One often hides 
in plain sight: speech. We use it every moment of the 
day. We employ it as a primary mechanism for com-
munication, and yet we exclude it from leader develop-
ment plans. 

What follows are a variety of ideas to help inspire 
your organization to think beyond traditional lead-
er development ideas. These methods include TED 
Talks, debates, podcasts and audiobooks, and story-
telling. While not all inclusive, the ideas below can 
generate creative approaches in your organization to 
promote alternative learning and skill-development 
methods. They all share speech as the primary medium 
for unironically sparking a discussion that makes our 
Army better. 

The “TED Talk”
With “talk” in the title, this approach is straight-

forward.1 The concept of a TED Talk in an Army unit 
aligns with the spirit of the nationally recognized orga-
nization of the same name.2 A key difference, however, 
is the Army version could include a question-and-an-
swer session, and presentations can be a team activity 
that employs more than one speaker. A “talk” series is 
simple. Elements within an organization rotate respon-
sibility for a focused-topic presentation. The idea is to 
go a mile deep, focusing on depth over breadth. The 
topics are ideally centered around the presenter’s area 
of operations, warfighting function, unit requirements, 
or the like. It can also cover current events or a par-
ticular passion of a unit member. At its best, it drives 
discussion and understanding. 

Once a schedule is drafted on who or what ele-
ment is responsible for the delivery, the next phase is 
research. The individual or group should spend ample 
time deep-diving the subject. This may include reach-
ing out to subject-matter experts or reading technical 
documents. A talk is not meant simply to inform. 
Instead, it should also inspire and generate discus-
sion. The presentation format differs from standard 
Army briefing styles in that it can be more relaxed and 
include audience interaction. It can also occur in a 
variety of venues limited only by one’s imagination. If 
necessary, slides or other visuals accompanying the talk 
should be complementary and not the central focus. If 

possible, visuals should be avoided; the emphasis is on 
the persuasiveness of the speech. 

To maximize the value of the talk, spread the 
invite list wide or tailor it to a specific audience. 
Ask your higher headquarters and adjacent units to 
attend. Whoever the topic is relevant to should be 
encouraged to attend as time and mission allow. The 
benefit to the profession comes both in greater under-
standing of the subject discussed and in preparing and 
delivering the presentation. Executive communication 
and research skills are valuable attributes and create 
a foundation for contributing to professional dis-
course in other ways. A unit TED Talk is one of many 
speech-focused methods to improve your unit’s leader 
development program.

Example. A soldier on staff duty generates a short 
current event essay about TikTok. He doesn’t under-
stand why the technology is a national security concern 
and why countries are considering banning it. 

These sorts of topics are generated throughout a 
duty day and are a perfect candidate for a unit TED 
Talk. The subject is topical and relevant. The next steps 
are simple: (1) assign a team or action officer, (2) give a 
set period for research, (3) coordinate a venue, and (4) 
execute the talk. Bonus points for enlisting the help of a 
cyber officer or elevating the conversation to a classi-
fied level (although this 
may limit the audience). 
Consider the following:
•  The best topics are 

those the formation 
is interested in or 
those that relate 
directly to the unit’s 
mission.

•  Be sure to choose 
the best venue. A 
video teleconfer-
ence dial-in or a 
large space may be 
required. 

•  Don’t forget the 
rehearsal.3 The 
delivery of the brief 
is just as important 
as the content. The 
brief should inspire 
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and inform. It should leave a lasting impression 
and drive follow-on conversation. A weak or 
unprepared delivery is likely to have an opposite 
effect.

Let’s Have a Debate
Competition is a powerful motivator. The desire to 

win can be harnessed in the name of professional de-
velopment. With a little planning, you can unleash the 
intellect of your formation through debates.4 

The “debate” referred to here is neither the cross-cu-
bicle banter of two staff officers nor a contentious 
meeting. Debate, in this sense, is a deliberate and struc-
tured spoken contest with a judge.5 It requires pub-
lished rules and guidelines, time for research, and a top-
ic narrow enough to avoid tangents. Common formats 
include the Lincoln-Douglas, Policy, or Oxford—each 
has its own rules and customs; however, these may not 

be the most suitable for your organization.6 A simple 
style of alternating five-minute speeches can have the 
intended effect. Strive to have as much “evidence” as 
possible presented. Another option is for teams or indi-
viduals to prepare to debate both sides of an argument 
with a coin toss shortly before the event to determine 
the participant’s position.

On the method of debates, we can learn from our 
Australian allies who have institutionalized debate as a 
mechanism for enhancing understanding and strength-
ening their army.7 Formal debates reinforce learning 
throughout the Australian Army’s professional military 
education system and help operational units explore 
concepts of interest. Typically, their executive offi-
cer-equivalent selects topics and forms teams. Debate 
subjects include tactical through strategic consid-
erations such as unit force design, the employment 
of a new weapon system, or the unknowns of future 

Lt. Gen. Mike Lundy, then commanding general of the U.S. Army Combined Arms Center and commandant of the Command and General 
Staff College (CGSC) at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, holds a Q&A session 14 August 2017 with the CGSC class of 2018. (Photo by Dan Neal, 
U.S. Army)
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warfare.8 The guiding philosophy is to choose a topic 
relevant to your organization. 

Once the teams are selected and the topic de-
cided, the next step is identifying a venue and time 
for execution. Ensure ample time is afforded for the 
participants to thoroughly research their main argu-
ment and supporting ideas. Competition will drive this 
self-discovery. 

In addition to time, a set of rules for the debate for-
mat must be posted to ensure fairness and structure.9 
If the limit for the event is one hour, consider how 
much time each side gets for an opening statement, 
main argument, and rebuttal. Multiple “rounds” can be 
leveraged, or a point system can be implemented with 
an unbiased judge or judges. Get creative! Invite a guest 
judge or subject-matter expert as a witness. Yes, the 
goal is to “win,” but the journey to get there will involve 
a deep understanding and retention of subject-matter 
relative to the profession. Other considerations include 
providing read-ahead material and a postdebate dis-
cussion that includes the judges’ reasoning for selecting 
the winner. Bonus points if the debate is captured in a 
summary paper for posterity and wider dissemination. 

Example. An intelligence organization in the U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command region receives a request for 
information: Which People’s Liberation Army theater 
command has the highest readiness and capability? The 
standard approach is to search existing databases, reach 
out to the interagency, and generate a white paper. A 
debate can be employed to augment this effort. 

The debate method will leverage people’s natural 
competitive spirit to win while encouraging significant 
effort. It will likely cause analysts to invoke a variety 
of metrics to support their argument. These include 
historical training events, unit proficiency, current 
operations, order of battle, assigned tasks, equipment 
modernization, leadership personalities, and experi-
ence, to name a few. 

The teams are incentivized to research and under-
stand all the various aspects associated with readiness 
and capability. In doing so, they will naturally compare 
their knowledge of the U.S. Army as a model for under-
standing the foreign military. This strengthens their un-
derstanding of both militaries. It will also highlight gaps 
in knowledge and lead to deep dives for the answer. 

The most competitive among them will solicit 
insight from experts in the field or even memorize 

facts related to the People’s Liberation Army. All these 
aspects will assist in the debate and make them better 
intel analysts. They will identify resources and publi-
cations for future use. They will have a better holistic 
understanding of the area of emphasis while getting 
valuable public speaking experience.  

Ultimately, the debate method provides a cre-
ative opportunity to think critically about a subject. 
Encouraging an audience increases learning potential. 
In this example, the end result is a better-informed an-
swer to a request for information a decision-maker will 
use coupled with great training for the analysts. 

Put the Headphones On
The ubiquity of technology offers additional audible 

mechanisms for professional discourse. Podcasts and 
audiobooks are viable alternatives to traditional written 
mediums. For the soldier in your formation who “hates 
reading” or gets bored with PowerPoint presenta-
tions, headphones can open a new learning path. The 
Army and affiliated institutions such as the Modern 
War Institute, the Sosh Research Lab, the Army War 
College, and a plethora of active-duty influencers 
generate podcasts; even the Training and Doctrine 
Command got into the business of releasing doctrinal 
manuals in audiobook form.10 We’re in a renaissance 
period of content creators with ample subjects and ma-
terial for any interest. The key is harnessing this option 
for your unit’s professional development. 

As with the other options mentioned, a deliberate 
and structured approach will yield the best results. 
Merely handing a book to someone and asking them to 
read it will miss an opportunity. Mentorship is valuable 
because the mentor can guide the uninitiated. Layer the 
model when promoting podcasts or audiobook use. A 
few helpful ideas to get started follow: 
•  Crowdsource ideas from your formation. Ask for 

“must listen to” or specific episodes that are helpful 
to onboard someone in the unit. Generate a list 
and publish it. 

•  Assign “discussion leaders” responsible for gener-
ating read-ahead questions or topics of discussion. 
They are the guide for the duration of the book or 
podcast. 

•  Have a dedicated discussion session after the listen-
ing period. Rotate discussion leaders throughout 
the year and vary the topics to listen to. 
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•  An alternative approach is a closed group chat ex-
clusively focused on the book or podcast. A conver-
sation in stride can occur in this forum.11 

Books and podcasts can and should be used to 
supplement other leader development events. They 
can serve as preparation for debates or an upcoming 
visit from a senior leader. The beauty of a headphones 
approach is its flexibility. Individuals can listen during 
their commute or treadmill run. They can listen during 
their lunch break or in sound bites for as long as their 
attention span allows. The point is to offer an alterna-
tive that appeals to a generation connected to devices.

Here are a few words of caution. Units should avoid 
starting their own podcast or audiobook effort. The 
resources required and time commitment will detract 
from the unit’s mission. Instead, consider serving as a 
guest on an existing platform. Podcasts and audiobooks 
may not be for everyone so vary their usage with other 
methods.  

Storytelling
Much has been written about the power and effec-

tiveness of storytelling for learning.12 We sometimes 
leverage it without conscious thought. The act is as old 
as speech itself, used to capture experience and create 
culture. Organizations who use storytelling intention-
ally to promote professional discourse are employing a 
powerful human connection that transcends pedagog-
ical preferences. Speech in this form taps into emotion 
and realism. Both factors are helpful for retention and 
understanding. 

Everyone has a story to tell and this technique 
should be considered across echelons and age groups. 
Imagine standard Army resiliency training.13 Slides 
with statistics are displayed. A chaplain or senior NCO 
offers vignettes and resources. Maybe a handout is giv-
en with guidance for helping a fellow soldier in distress. 
Did this training have the intended effect? Being infor-
mational is better than nothing; however, storytelling 
can make it real and make it stick. 

If a soldier who has experienced personal loss were 
to describe the circumstances and feelings associated 
with their loss, the audience is more likely to be drawn 
in. They are more likely to remember the underly-
ing themes. Sensitivity should be paramount when 

soliciting volunteers to provide realistic examples 
on this topic and others that are uncomfortable. The 
personal touch of a story can also help during coun-
seling and while navigating a crisis or difficult event. 
The stories provide hope. We made it through last 
time, and now we can learn from past actions for this 
current event.

Storytelling historical events can also apply even in 
the absence of direct experience. The most common 
example is during staff rides.14 History is a great repos-
itory for tailoring the message to a leader development 
goal. It helps transmit unit heritage with applications 
for understanding the future. With respect to the 
future, storytelling can also be in fictional form. We do 
it during mission planning when describing potential 
enemy actions. Additionally, units can deliberately 
employ fictional storytelling as a way to understand 
future technology employment or tactical changes. P. 
W. Singer and August Cole’s novel Ghost Fleet is a great 
example. Nothing is stopping you from implement-
ing a brown bag lunch, whereby a unit member tells 
a creative, fictional story relevant to their warfighting 
function or area of operations. The group can then 
discuss the hypothetical branches or sequels.  

Don’t forget the story when devising a leader de-
velopment plan or trying to encourage participation in 
professional discourse. If you don’t have it, invite a guest 
speaker who does. Ask the medic with a combat medic 
badge to assist during medical lanes. He will likely offer 
reinforcing stories that make the training real, urgent, 
and personal. Stories are the so what. Use them.

Conclusion
The power of speech in professional discourse 

should be deliberately employed to maximize leader 
development and foster ideas that make the Army 
better. Everyone learns and retains information differ-
ently. Speech is a universal mechanism for transmit-
ting ideas: it can inspire, spark creativity, and appeal to 
those of the next generation turned off by traditional 
mediums. Speech as a deliberate professional devel-
opment tool in a unit program provides an option for 
renewing and encouraging professional discourse that 
adds to the efforts for publishing articles discussed 
throughout this compilation.   
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