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4-H Study Shows Benefits of Public Speaking

Confidence, Knowledge, Life Skills Gained from Event
Ben Silliman, Youth Development Specialist
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Learning communication skills helps young people navigate their world and prepare for workforce, civic, and family roles they will assume as young adults. North Carolina 4-H recognized the importance of these skills over 80 years ago by initiating public speaking and record keeping events for youth, ages 9-18. A recent study by North Carolina Cooperative Extension staff indicates that the public speaking program builds skills that young people apply in a variety of home, school, and community settings. In that program, youth prepare and deliver a 5-12 minute demonstration, illustrated talk, or creative performance for an audience and panel of three expert judges. In the process, youth learn skills including research, goal-setting, organization, and oral presentation and increase knowledge in one of 38 subject-matter areas sponsored by the program. Most important, public speaking fosters self-confidence that empowers a young person to learn, serve, and lead in many arenas for years to come. 

The Study

Context. Ninety-eight youth participants in North Carolina 4-H Northwest District Activity Day (DAD) completed a one-page survey on the experience and benefits of a public speaking contest. Thirty-seven were selected for a more in-depth interview. Twenty youth in a non-competitive creative performance event also completed the survey. Presentation contest is a voluntary event, and youth qualify for district competition by placing first or second in a similar county event. Youth completed surveys and interviews after presentations to reduce contest-day stress.
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Participants. Approximately one-half of participants were in the 11-13 year age group, while a quarter each were in the 9-10 and 14-18 age groups. Gender balance was 63% female and 36% male. About half the youth presented for the first time, but nearly one-third had competed three years or more. “4-H Entertains” participants tended to be a little older on average. Nearly all mentioned personal interest as a reason for participation, but only half were urged by others.

Impact. Both boys and girls of all ages indicated that public speaking helped most in confidence-building and learning more about a topic. Preparation and delivery of a speech helped them communicate ideas to others, organize, set goals, and do research. Most reported that the experience also improved their abilities to work with others. Greater confidence was not related to increased knowledge of the speech topic. Rather, improved confidence was most closely associated with skills in goal-setting, communication, and working with others. The pattern of life skill development and higher self-confidence held true across all age groups and subject areas. Youth who reported subject matter learning as helpful were also likely to report that presentations improved research skills. 4-H Entertains participants were most likely to report higher confidence, goal setting, and working with others, less likely to value research skills.

Over 80% of youth interviewed applied knowledge and life skills in everyday settings, while nearly 90% reported greater self-confidence in a variety of activities. Public speaking experiences motivated youth to learn more “…about cats…fly fishing…nutrition,“ to help others, “…teaching workshops…helping in a soup kitchen…working with children with disabilities…” and aspire to “…use skills in school…major in music…pursue a career in nursing…”

Program Quality. Almost all youth were satisfied with the amount of help received in preparing and practicing, and more than 75% felt rules were clear, judges fair, and the climate positive.

Future Prospects. Public speaking promotes confidence, life skills, and subject knowledge, with benefits extending far beyond the event itself. Expanded recruiting of youth and quality coaches could extend these benefits. More extensive and in-depth research on the process and effects of public speaking and performances might reveal effective strategies to build confidence and skills. 
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