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Rhetoric training in the classroom
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PREFACE

The exercises in this collection have been prepared and are still practised in the teaching at Södertörn University in Stockholm in rhetoric and in other subjects. In recent years, interest in these types of exercises has increased and they are used today not only in colleges and high schools but with some adjustments also in primary schools. The expanded interest in Sweden and abroad has inspired to clarify the educational format of the training method and to increase the number of published exercises.

I thank Annelie Palm as the co-creator of the exercises, Lennart Hellspong and Maria Wolrath, two promoters of the development of practical rhetoric training, as well as the always creative and helpful advisers Kristina Bergman, Maria Dahlin, Maria Danielsson, Helene Edberg, Eva Erson, Wilhelm Hansson, Curt Isaksson, José Louis Ramirez, Kajsa Sköldvall, Annika Ström, Fredrik Söderkvist and Anders Ullholm.

Many thanks also go to my loved ones for their patience and support during the work.

Istvan Pusztai, Ph.D

Senior lecturer in rhetorics

Södertörn University


INTRODUCTION

Rhetorical studies should result in knowledge and skills. When the participants in the training experience rhetorical situations within the framework of the exercises, they gain a deeper understanding of the theory of rhetoric. The information about the theory in the form of a lecture or book reading is only one-half of the studies. The other half consists of gaining physical, sensory and mental experience of communicative situations. It is only through this experience that participants can come into possession of rhetorical skill.

A collection of exercises in written form belongs to the theory formation in rhetoric. But every teacher of rhetoric also has a definite idea of how their pupils or students best get the knowledge and skills that are sought. They are also aware that they can only achieve good results if they present the participants with such fictional situations that are similar to the situations in the social reality outside the classroom.

During the long history of rhetoric, many training methods and exercises have been constructed and they have been presented in many different collections. One type of exercise collection aims to recreate the rhetorical phenomena described in the theory of rhetoric. These exercises are to create a deeper understanding of rhetorical phenomena. The individual exercises often have names used in rhetorical theory (for example searching for a logos argument or creating a metaphor).

Other types of exercises are based on professional situations that may arise for, for example, court lawyers, church priests or corporate informants. The individual exercises are instrumental; through them, the participants’ future tasks are trained. The teacher examines which texts are created and communicated within an institution or company and the course participants may use them as models. They are relatively large and time-consuming exercises. They are usually named after the special situations that may arise (for example, the need for a defence speech or information about a company’s environmental policy).

The present collection of exercises belongs to the first type. The purpose is for the participants in the training to gain a bodily and intellectual understanding of rhetorical phenomena in general.

One detail that distinguishes this exercise collection from others is that there are several preparatory exercises here. Not all of them have direct contact with rhetorical phenomena. They are intended to train such basic skills which are necessary to be able, to begin with, the actual rhetorical exercises. Such skills are to have an acceptable flow of speech, imagination and associative thinking, readiness to switch between different social roles, to be able to vary temporary psychophysical status and to distinguish between different linguistic attitudes towards their counterpart (to inform, give advice or judge). Experience shows that many participants first need to receive training in these basic skills.

Another detail is that it offers light, medium and difficult exercises in most rhetorical areas. It has didactic significance in several different ways: a) the teacher is given the opportunity to diagnose the participants’ skills, b) helps the teacher to adapt the exercises to the participants’ level of knowledge and skills, c) she can plan the course’s pedagogical progression, d) a suitable sequence of exercises enables a varied and interesting lesson.

In earlier times, copying and imitation were central in the teaching of rhetoric. It did not take into account the students’ own knowledge and experiences and left little room for their creativity. The knowledge and life experience that a student had individually to enrich other students’ knowledge and understanding was rarely used. In the presented training method, the participants’ given references and their creative ability are utilized. It is on these foundations that the continued development of knowledge is built.

The presented collection of exercises is characterized by giving space for creativity in that the participants improvise their own texts within the framework of fictional situations and fictional social roles. It also provides space to use their own knowledge references and experiences. The collective form of work provides the opportunity to get to know others’ knowledge and way of thinking, which in the long run contributes to a better understanding of the subject matter.

Exercises of individual craft grips in training in the craft professions have been used at all times. The training of artists has also taken place through the same logic: to break down large projects into small delimited tasks. Small tasks also allow for many repetitions along the way to a satisfactory degree of proficiency. The forms of exercises described in the present collection have been inspired by the forms of work in contemporary pedagogy, rhetoric, actor training, drama in education and in group psychological activities that have developed during the 20th century.

The training proposed in the text is intended to cover a year corresponding to about 40 weeks, once a week with a training session of 3 hours of continuous work. During the second half of the period, both on-site exercises and home assignments occur. In parallel with the practical training, the theory of rhetoric is studied with elements of writing assignments. There are also clarifications and discussions for synchronization of the two areas.

The theoretical studies and practical training refer to work in classes or groups. Collective work is a prerequisite for fruitful studies. The ultimate goal is to obtain an acceptable level of knowledge, skills and be equipped with a performative habitus, a safe habit and mental security to speak in front of an audience of 20-30 strangers.

The text of the book is arranged in three chapters. The chapter ´Pedagogical format´ describes thoughts on and advice for the implementation of the training in 25 points. They also explain why the suggested exercises look the way they do. The chapter ´Preparatory exercises´ describes exercises that only indirectly relate to the actual rhetorical exercises. They can be used by the teacher if she wants to diagnose the participants’ skill level or if she wants to give the participants training in certain basic skills. In the chapter ´Rhetorical exercises´ the exercises are presented in accordance with the established partes-model of rhetoric. These exercises provide training in practising the content of the modern rhetorical theory.


1. THE EDUCATIONAL FORMAT OF THE TRAINING

In this section, some thoughts on the pedagogical format of training are presented. Some of them concern the appearance of the training seen through the eyes of the outside observer, others are explanations and still, others are suggestions or advice. These thoughts were partly guiding in connection with the design of the exercises. They may appear as methodological frameworks but on the other hand - no pedagogical method can be cloned. Each teacher who uses the exercises in their teaching also gives the training a personal touch. Therefore, it is emphasized that the collection of exercises is the raw material of the sovereign rhetoric teacher.

1.01. Mass work type of training in rhetoric

Most exercises can be arranged with the aim of keeping the participants active as much as possible instead of just being a listener. We call it the mass work type of training in rhetoric. A common picture of the work is that the participants sit in groups of 3-6 people and all groups work on the same task at the same time. Some exercises are performed according to the circle-around principle, for example, when the group creates a speech so that each participant, in turn, contributes a sentence. Another way is that two of the participants improvise a discussion while the others listen. The third way of work is that one person gives a short speech in front of the others in the group.

The room where the class works are proposed to have a smooth floor and easily movable chairs. It should allow for quick refurnishing as the exercises sometimes require the participants to sit in a large circle, in a semicircle, in smaller circles or in pairs. When working in smaller circles, the circles have placed some distance apart so that one group is not disturbed by the work in another group. During a lesson session, 4-8 refurnishing can take place.

1.02. Short exercises

Most exercises are relatively short. For example, creating a parable takes only a few seconds, inventing a thesis and arguing for it with an emotional argument takes maybe 15-20 seconds and improvising a thesis and an accompanying story (narratio) takes a maximum of one minute. The advantage of short exercises is several. Participants can focus on the limited task, they can get an idea of the quality of their own and others’ contributions and they experience the rhetorical value in the detail being trained. In this way, the participants also get a more nuanced picture of the phenomenon than a description would give.

1.03. Own improvised texts

Participants use their own ideas, words and improvised language formulations in almost all exercises. It gives them great freedom to solve the tasks based on their personal knowledge, attitudes and interpretations. Improvised texts develop the ability to associate and imagination. They also create a thorough understanding of rhetorical thinking.

Three types of improvisation are used:

Immediate improvisation (bounce improvisation) takes place directly and without preparation. The framework and purpose are stated briefly by the teacher.

Improvisation based on Who? Where? What? - premise takes place on the basis of these three given circumstances. It is usually the participants who decide the premises of the fictional situation as part of the preparation.

Repeated improvisations are prepared. For example, a trio of participants for 30 minutes prepares a report of a debate.

1.04. Simple role-playing tasks

Simple role-playing tasks are used in the training. It happens when participants are put in rhetorically motivated fictional («as if») situations. They play different social roles and act accordingly. They may be practising argumentation by imagining a future speaking situation or imagining how another person in a particular profession or social function would inform their listeners. There are no requirements for the design of individual characteristics or the physical design of the role. It is rather that that side of the work with the role is kept so toned down that it does not steal focus from the main purpose of the exercise.

Individual speech tasks are often fragments of imaginary speech in a fictional situation. In the situation, there are one or more recipients. Participants always act better if they have one or more real people to talk to. That is the reason why we use the role of sparring.

Acting as the fictitious recipient is a helpful function. A similar function is found in many individual sports, it is an opponent in a training situation. Sparring in rhetorical exercises means that you have eye contact with the speaker, concentrate on the content of the speech and react with extra sensitivity as the fictitious recipient. Acting as sparring is a role play that can be experienced as difficult at the beginning of a course. For that reason, the teacher should make sure that it is performed as a real help to the speaker and not a disturbance.

1.05. Model text and home text

Some exercises require participants to use a model text or a home text. A model can be a text that a public figure has used for a speech. The model can be used to copy the structure of speech or some other rhetorical properties.

Home texts are 3-6 texts that are compiled by each individual participant based on their taste and interest. Such a text can be a familiar sequence of events, a borrowed speech, a poem or a passage from a short story. These texts are used in exercises where improvisation of text would steal focus from the purpose of the training, for example in exercises in the areas of dispositio and actio.

1.06. Memory help

The later stages of the training may include more complex and longer exercises. They can also be homework to be reported in a future lesson. For these exercises, it may be necessary to support the memory in different ways. Such support should be allowed when the focus is not on training in memorization. Recommended support are note-cards, notes or drawings on a piece of paper held by the speaker or prompts (whispering help) from another participant. A basic principle is that an individual reporting of speech, the speaker must have eye contact with his listeners during ca 90% of the time. For that reason, it is inappropriate for speakers to read a longer passage from a piece of paper or from a mobile phone.

1.07. Numerous do a single person’s task

A person’s task in real life can be to give a whole speech or to tell a whole story. In this training, there are many exercises where the participants share the responsibility for the whole and thus are also freed from the requirement for long-term concentration. Each participant then reports only a certain part of the speech. The teacher divides the task into smaller units, for example, according to the order of disposition of the speech. In this case, she also writes a list that the participants can read during the course of the exercise so that each participant knows when it is his turn to continue.

1.08. One to another

The whole group is divided into pairs and all pairs work at the same time. One of the people in the duo is active and the other is a sparring partner, such as a listener or interrogator. When a task is done, they change functions. This form is also suitable for improvised dialogues of various kinds, such as an interview or a reflective conversation about a theme.
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