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PUBLIC SPEAKING COMPETENCY 

ITEM MAP 

 

 
For the first time we can “Map the Territoryò of Public Speaking Competency.  The Public Speaking Competency Map shows 

the hierarchy of competencies required to give a good public presentation.  It helps students understand the structure of an 

effective speech, and to identify the items which transform a competent speech into an excellent speech. 

  

Understanding the scientific structure of public speaking allows a teacher to make pedagogical decisions based on the facts of 

measurement.  Intuition and/or theory are supported by research. Decisions of what to teach and when to teach it are guided by 

the order of difficulty of skills.  Expectations for grade level and/or ability are more realistic.  Assessment is appropriately 

targeted, based on educational level and course goals.       

 

Rasch analysis of the items employed to evaluate public speaking demonstrates a recognizable, measurable variable.  Nearly 

fifteen years of research with a database over 2,000 speakers, 3,000 raters and 40,000 rating forms produce a factual basis for 

discussing the public communication process.  The items spread out on a line of inquiry, providing an empirical foundation for 

interpretation.  Theory is enhanced when supported by facts.  

 

Items range in difficulty from 1.01 to 2.89.  The origin of the scale is balanced in the middle, to 2.00.  That means the items at 

that point are of average difficulty.  The mythical average speaker has a 50/50 chance (probability) of accomplishing the skill 

which is of average difficulty.  

 

The items less than 2.00 are easier, and those higher are progressively harder.   

 

The items on the two Ethos subscales behave as expected.  Items relating to speaker attributes, such as sincerity, demeanor and 

willingness to communicate are by far the easiest.  They could be considered the prerequisites for public speaking ability.  

Vocalic items are in the second strata, and nonverbal behaviors are considerably more difficult. 

 

The Logos items are shown on two subscales, language usage and message construction.  Appropriate, precise language is the 

easiest on the first subscale, with original, descriptive, striking, vivid language becoming increasingly difficult.  Items on the 

message construction subscale range from very easy (selected interesting topic) to quite difficult (unusual tactics). Ten of the 

fourteen items are easy to average in their measures.  This means the competent speaker will master these skills required for 

message construction. 

 

The range of difficulty of the Pathos subscale is the hardest of Aristotle’s rhetorical categories.  Creating audience responses and 

identifying with the audience are fairly easy on this scale.  Audience reactions, and riveting the audience are quite difficult to 

elicit, with creating a strong need and satisfying the need are by far the hardest for a speaker to accomplish.  It appears that the 

difference between a competent speaker and an excellent speaker is the mastery of pathos. 

 

The Motivated Sequence is difficult for speakers.  The last four items are on the upper end of the scale.  Because the motivated 

sequence is based upon the psychological process of change, it is closely related to inducing appropriate emotions and cognitive 

dissonance in the audience.  It probably should not be taught in a beginning course.  Speakers must first accomplish the skills 

necessary to give a speech prior to the introduction of this sophisticated concept. 

 

The hierarchy of the items’ difficulty improves our concept of what is required for public speaking ability.  Now it is possible to 

list the items that turn a poor speaker into a good one.  For example, a poor speaker may appear sincere, but a good one rivets the 

audience.  Knowing the order of difficulty informs both teacher and student.  Expectations for progress are realistic and 

predictable.  Teaching methods are improved because information can be sequenced according to the facts uncovered by 

scientific measurement. 

 


