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Annotation: This study examines the rhetorical strategies used in TED Talks and their role in 

enhancing audience engagement. It focuses on how speakers employ techniques such as 

storytelling, emotional appeal, humor, repetition, and rhetorical questions to capture and 

maintain the audience’s attention. The research also explores the use of verbal and nonverbal 

communication, including tone, body language, and visual aids, in delivering effective 

presentations. By analyzing selected TED Talk, the study highlights how these strategies 

contribute to clarity, persuasion, and memorability. The findings suggest that successful 

speakers skillfully combine rhetorical devices with authentic delivery to create a strong 

connection with their audience and effectively communicate their ideas. 
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INTRODUCTION 

TED Talks have emerged as a global benchmark for effective public speaking and knowledge 

dissemination. Preliminary observations of these digital oratorical platforms reveal certain 

presentations that achieve exceptional levels of audience engagement despite a notable absence 

of complex visual support or technical sophistication.  A primary example of this phenomenon 

is the presentation entitled “Do Schools Kill Creativity?” by Sir Ken Robinson, which remains 

one of the most-viewed talks in the platform's history. Despite its structural simplicity, the 

video has garnered millions of views, suggesting a deep level of viewer resonance that 

transcends traditional presentation boundaries.  The disproportionate relationship between the 

speaker’s minimalist delivery and the high volume of interactive feedback raises critical 

questions regarding the rhetorical mechanisms at play. Specifically, it prompts an inquiry into 

how paralinguistic features, such as humor and narrative structures, function as catalysts for 

audience engagement. Consequently, this study adopts an intrinsic case study methodology to 

analyze the intersection between Robinson’s rhetorical strategies and the resulting audience 

response. By examining these variables, the research seeks to identify the specific delivery 

components that foster a sense of connection and motivate active participation in digital 

oratorical environments. 

This study adopts a case study methodology, which is appropriate for examining a specific and 

unique phenomenon in depth. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), a case study involves 

the detailed exploration of a real-life, contemporary bounded system through multiple sources 

of data over time. In this research, an intrinsic case study approach is employed, focusing on a 

single TED Talk that has attracted widespread global attention and significant audience 

engagement. The case is considered unique due to its ability to captivate viewers without 

relying on complex visual support, making it worthy of detailed analysis. 
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Additionally, Porter (2019) emphasizes the need to reconceptualize rhetorical delivery in the 

context of digital communication. However, limited attention has been given to the relationship 

between delivery strategies and their direct impact on audience cognitive retention and 

emotional resonance within a single digital speech environment. While some studies have 

examined writer–audience relationships (Park, 1986), fewer have focused on the interaction 

between speakers and audiences in spoken discourse. Furthermore, many researchers have 

conducted rhetorical analyses of speeches by prominent figures (Maguire, 2014; Stewart, 2012; 

Solmsen, 1938) or explored the role of rhetoric in composition studies (Allen & Flynn, 2016). 

Others have investigated digital rhetoric or visual rhetoric in online texts and advertising 

(Hocks, 2003; McQuarrie & Mick, 1999). 

Results and Discussion 

Analysis of Rhetorical Devices in Sir Ken Robinson’s Speech 

To understand how audience engagement is achieved, this study analyzes specific rhetorical 

strategies employed in the talk “Do Schools Kill Creativity?”: 

Storytelling as a Narrative Framework: Robinson utilizes personal anecdotes, such as the story 

of Gillian Lynne, to transform an abstract educational critique into a relatable human 

experience. This narrative shift from academic discourse to storytelling maintains high levels 

of audience attention.   

The Pragmatic Function of Humor: The speaker employs self-deprecating humor and witty 

observations regarding the education system. Pragmatically, humor serves to lower the 

audience's critical barriers and fosters an emotional connection between the speaker and the 

listeners.   

Strategic Repetition and Rhetorical Questions: By frequently using rhetorical questions, 

Robinson invites the audience to participate mentally in the discourse. Key concepts like 

“creativity” and “mistakes” are repeated strategically to reinforce the central argument of the 

presentation.   

The effectiveness of Sir Ken Robinson’s presentation, “Do Schools Kill Creativity?”, extends 

beyond its linguistic content, fundamentally residing in his sophisticated application of 

rhetorical delivery strategies. The following analysis categorizes these strategies into three 

primary dimensions:  

 1. Conversational Oratory and Ethos Building. Unlike traditional academic lectures that 

utilize a formal and detached tone, Robinson adopts an anti-oratory style. This conversational 

delivery functions as a powerful tool for building ethos (credibility and character). By utilizing 

a relaxed posture—often with hands in pockets—and an informal register, he minimizes the 

social distance between the speaker and the audience. This strategy transforms a high-stakes 

educational critique into a relatable, shared dialogue, which is a key driver for the extensive 

engagement observed in the audience attention.   

2. Prosodic Features and Strategic Silence. One of the most distinctive elements of Robinson’s 

delivery is his mastery of prosodic features, specifically the use of strategic pauses.  The Pacing 

of Insight: Robinson utilizes deliberate silence after delivering a core thesis or a humorous 

anecdote, e.g., after the statement, “If you're not prepared to be wrong, you'll never come up 

with anything original”.  Cognitive Processing: These pauses are not merely physiological 

breaks; they are rhetorical devices that allow the audience to cognitively process complex 

arguments and amplify the impact of the subsequent point.   

3. The Pragmatic Synthesis of Humor and Gravity. Robinson’s delivery is characterized by a 

fluid transition between lighthearted humor and profound seriousness, a technique referred to 
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as the "Humor-to-Seriousness Pivot".  Engagement Mechanism: Humor is employed 

pragmatically to lower the audience's psychological barriers and build emotional resonance.  

Rhetorical Impact: Once this connection is established, Robinson swiftly pivots to serious 

educational concerns. This contrast prevents “listener fatigue” and ensures that the central 

message – the core of the discursive field – remains the primary focus of the audience’s 

attention.   

4. Kinesics and Audience Synchronization. The speaker’s use of kinesics (body language) and 

facial expressions serves to synchronize the audience's emotional state with the narrative arc. 

His constant eye contact and open facial expressions create a sense of direct address, making 

individual viewers in the digital space feel personally involved in the discourse.  

 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that rhetorical delivery strategies play a crucial role in 

fostering audience engagement in TED Talks. The analysis shows that effective speakers do 

not necessarily rely on complex visual aids; instead, they engage audiences through techniques 

such as humor, storytelling, and a natural speaking style. These strategies help create an 

emotional connection with the audience, making the talk more memorable and impactful. The 

analysis confirms that the minimalist approach to visual aids in Robinson’s talk is strategically 

compensated by a maximalist approach to rhetorical delivery. The synergy of storytelling, 

conversational tone, and pragmatic humor constitutes a unique delivery model that maximizes 

audience attention and persuasion in public speaking. 
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