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  NOTE: Project Soapbox was created to be able to stand alone as a one-week public speaking  
curriculum. Many teachers prefer to spend two weeks so that they can give students ample time  
to develop, refine, and practice their speeches. 

BELL-RINGER: What’s a soapbox? (5 minutes)

Project the Soapbox Image on an overhead LCD projector and have students answer the three questions in 
their journals.  

BEFORE: Introduction to the week (5–10 minutes)

Review questions from the bell-ringer, pointing out that the speaker is impassioned and getting some 
response from members of the crowd. Explain that soapbox speeches have been made since the late  
19th century and provide a working definition of soapbox as: 

  SOAPBOX: a raised platform on which one stands to make an impromptu speech, often  
about a political subject 

The soapbox speech originates from the days when speakers would elevate themselves to an audience  
by standing on a wooden crate, or soapbox, to make an impromptu speech about a political topic or 
community issue. This speech gives the opportunity to persuade the audience to understand, care, act, 
vote, or speak out on an issue that affects the community.   
 
This election season your voice matters, and Mikva Challenge wants you to get on that soapbox and tell  
the next president about an issue that affects your community. Your speech might offer a solution, create 
awareness, ask the audience or elected officials to act, or call the president to action. In two minutes or less, 
what is the most pressing issue facing young people today, why is it important, and what should be done to 
address it?

LESSON 1: Introduction to Project Soapbox 

Overview:   
The purpose of this lesson is for students to identify qualities of a good speech and explore  
an issue that matters to them.

Student Objectives:
•   Define soapbox
•   Practice public speaking
•   Determine qualities of  

good and bad speeches

Assessment:
•   Soapbox day 1 homework 

handout

Materials:
•   Soapbox day 1 homework 

handout
•   Soapbox image
•  LCD projector or overhead
•  Project Soapbox Speech Rubric
•   Evaluating speeches: Identifying 

the Qualities of a Good Speech
•  Instant speech topics

Common Core  
State Standard
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.3
Evaluate a speaker’s point of 
view, reasoning, and use of  
evidence and rhetoric, assessing 
the stance, premises, links among 
ideas, word choice, points of 
emphasis, and tone used.
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LESSON 1: Introduction to Project Soapbox 

DURING: What makes a great speech? (15 minutes)

Ask students to brainstorm what makes a great speech and what makes a bad speech and chart answers  
on a T-chart on the board. Transition from the qualities identified by students to the qualities of a good 
speech as identified on the Project Soapbox Speech Rubric. Distribute a rubric to each student and very 
quickly run through the main ideas.

Distribute the Evaluating Speeches: Identifying the Qualities of a Good Speech worksheet and explain to 
students that they will use the qualities discussed in class and those on the rubric to help evaluate if a speech 
is good or bad and why. Play a few excerpts of speeches from the Internet. We recommend using examples of 
good and bad speeches (but not telling students ahead of time). Here are a few recommended speeches you 
can choose from (or use others):

Examples of poor speeches:

 •  Phil Davison’s speech for Stark County Treasurer in Ohio is aggressive and angry.  
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ORfbBCYQm-4)

 •  The assignment for speech class was to give a bad speech. This young man does his best  
to deliver a pretty bad speech. (www.youtube.com/watch?v=bTKuyk5A7wQ)

Examples of good speeches:

 •  Mikva Challenge Project Soapbox finalists (www.mikvachallenge.org/educators/ 
online-resources/issues)

 •  Erica Williams—young speaker representing Campus Progress at 2009 State of the  
Black Union Conference (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ojO-4zvULaM    
Start one minute into the clip.) 
 

AFTER: Instant speech challenge (15 minutes)

Explain that part of making good speeches is speaking confidently. Explain to students that confidence  
can be gained through practice. In order to kick off the practice, have students participate in an instant 
speech challenge. Have students select an Instant Speech Topics card and make a 30–60 second speech  
on the topic they select. You should model this for them by randomly selecting a card and giving an  
impromptu speech. 

  NOTE: You may also choose to pick 3 or 4 students each day over the next few days to do  
the instant speech challenge (randomly pick their names from a hat) to break it up.  
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LESSON 1: Introduction to Project Soapbox 

CLOSER: Explain homework (3 minutes)

Remind students that what helps someone give a good speech is when they care about the topic. Explain to 
students that now it is their turn to think about something that they really care about for the topic of their 
soapbox speech. 

  NOTE: If you have time and would like students to engage in in-depth research before choosing  
an issue, see the Issue Selection Exploration on page 268 in the Appendix.  
 

DIGITAL TOOLS

The digital tools below can be used throughout Project Soapbox:

American Rhetoric – http://americanrhetoric.com  
This website includes a database of and index to 5000+ full text, audio, and video versions of public 
speeches, sermons, legal proceedings, lectures, debates, interviews, other recorded media events.

Toastmasters – http://toastmasters.org/MainMenuCategories/FreeResources/NeedHelpGivingaSpeech/
TipsTechniques.aspx This site provides public speaking tips and techniques.

Top 10 Greatest Speeches – http://content.time.com/time/specials/packages/article/0,28804,1841228_ 
1841749_1841736,00.html  
Time magazine provides the full text and the “best line” of ten notable speeches in history.

Writing Commons – http://writingcommons.org/open-text/genres/public-speaking  
The Writing Commons is a free, global, peer-reviewed, open-education resource that describes the  
many aspects of writing and delivering an effective speech including audience analysis, the importance  
of listening, finding a purpose, selecting a topic, writing the speech, the importance of language, and 
delivering the speech.

55 Speeches by Influential People of the 21st Century – http://trendhunter.com/course/influential-
people This collection of speeches by influential people spotlights a number of individuals who have 
impacted society, specifically during the 21st century. 

One of the best ways to improve your students’ public speaking ability is to film them (or have them film 
each other) giving their speeches. Have your students watch themselves and use the Project Soapbox Speech 
Rubric (page 72) to evaluate their speeches.
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LESSON 1: Introduction to Project Soapbox 

Soapbox Image

1. What is happening in this image? Write at least three actions you see taking place.

2. What’s the mood of the people in the image? How do you know this?

3. Why do you think the man is standing on a ladder?



  NAME: ___________________________________________________________  DATE: _____________________________
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Project Soapbox

Student Handout: Project Soapbox Speech Rubric

Circle the descriptor in each row that best describes the student’s speech performance.

Total:
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Exceeds Standard (4)

Explains the problem  
clearly and coherently
 
 
Provides abundant and varied 
evidence to support the 
significance of the problem

Contains a passionate  
call to action

Includes a unique opener 
and closer that catch the 
audience’s attention

Incorporates a number or 
rhetorical devices effectively 
(simile, hyperbole, repetition, 
metaphor, storytelling, 
imagery, alliteration)

The message of the speech 
is enhanced by exemplary 
organization and focus

Presents speech clearly and 
with authority
 
Masterfully uses tone, speed, 
pacing, and volume as tools
 
 

Body language enhances  
the message of the speech
 
 
Student is expressive and 
demonstrates passion for  
the topic

Meets Standard (3)

Explains the problem clearly
 
 

Provides evidence of why  
the problem is significant 
 
 
Contains a call to action
 

Includes an effective  
opener and closer
 

Incorporates a rhetorical 
device effectively (simile, 
hyperbole, repetition, 
metaphor, storytelling, 
imagery, alliteration)

Speech is well organized, 
focused, and easy to follow
 

Presents speech clearly  
(rather than reading it)
 
Effectively uses tone, speed, 
pacing, and volume as tools
 
 

Maintains good body  
language (eye contact,  
gesture, stance)

Student is expressive and 
demonstrates interest in  
the topic

Nears Standard (2)

Explains the problem  
minimally
 
 
Provides little evidence  
of why the problem is  
significant

Contains a minimal  
call to action

Includes a basic opener  
and/or closer
 

Attempts to incorporate  
a rhetorical device (simile, 
hyperbole, repetition, 
metaphor, storytelling, 
imagery, alliteration) 

Speech is mostly well  
organized and focused
 

Partially presents, partially 
reads speech
 
Uses tone, speed, pacing,  
OR volume as tools
 
 

Mostly maintains good  
body language (eye contact, 
gesture, stance)

Student demonstrates  
interest in the topic

Needs Work (4)

Explains the problem in  
a manner that is broad  
and/or unclear

Provides no evidence of  
why this issue is a problem
 

Lacks any call to action
 

Lacks opener and/or closer
 
 

Does not use a rhetorical 
device (simile, hyperbole, 
repetition, metaphor, story- 
telling, imagery, alliteration)
 

Speech lacks organization 
and focus
 

Reads speech
 
 
Uses tone, speed, pacing, 
and/or volume ineffectively 
so it distracts/detracts  
from speech

Body language is distracting 
(eye contact, gesture, stance
 

Student does not 
demonstrate interest in 
topic, or expressiveness 
is inappropriate (e.g., 
aggressive, silly, etc.)
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  NAME: ___________________________________________________________  DATE: _____________________________

Project Soapbox

Student Handout: Evaluating Speeches: Identifying the Qualities of a Good Speech

Speaker:  Speech title: 
 
 
 

What does the speaker do well?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What does the speaker do poorly? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Speaker:  Speech title: 
 
 
 

What does the speaker do well?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What does the speaker do poorly? 
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LESSON 1: Introduction to Project Soapbox 

Cafeteria food

Best class

Worst class

Video games

Sports teams

Teachers

Rappers

Parents

Celebrities

Reading

Good date

Dances

Friends

Family

Movies

Pets

Homework

Ice cream

Hot chips

Bad boy/girlfriend

Gossip

Haters

Instant Speech Topics
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  NAME: ___________________________________________________________  DATE: _____________________________

Student Handout: Soapbox Day 1 Homework

1.   What are you most proud of in your school or community?

2. What do you wish you could change in your school/community/city/society?

3.  Based on your answers to questions 1 and 2, name an issue that is very important to you and  
explain why it is important to you.

4. Who else is affected by this issue? How?

5. Why should other people care about this issue?

6. Imagine what your school or community could look like if people took action on this issue.


