PUTTING SPEECH INMIDDLE SCHOOL -WITHOUT AN

In February, | watched acoupl e of our
seventh graderstalk bef ore a public Board
of Educetion meeting. Beforean audience
of more than two hundred they spoke with
great feeing and animation about how their
class had deved oped arelationship with the
residents of anearby nursing home. Spesk-
ing in an extemporaneous style, with one
note card gpi ece, they weresensationa! But
inour town, they arecertainly not unique.

| have taught a speech course to ev-
ey ScarsddeMiddle School student for fif-
teen years now, tofavorablereviews. I've
spoken a conferences, and written about it
in these pages and & sewhere. Still, our pro-
gramisunique | know of no other middie
school where speech is taught as a sepa
rate required course for dl students. This
issue of Rostrum, dedicated to Middle
Schools, isagreat forum to spell out what |
think every middle school ought to be do-
ing.

Firstof dl, unequivocaly, acoursein
public speskingisappropriaefor themiddle
school. To those who question it for this
“vulnerable’ age, | havealwayssaid, “pre-
cisdy because of the age” Wadl taught,
this course builds self-confidence and a
positive sdf-image.  In the proper atmo-
sphere, students are highly supportive of
one ancther. At no other age are students
so ready to leap into projects and
untraditiona assignments, whether or not
theseinvolve ord presentation. Why not
build, a this early age, a foundation in a
skill the student will use throughout aca-
demicand |l ater life?

For All Sudents

In this journd | need make no brief
for the importance of public spesking as a
required skill for successin life. Yet | am
equd ly surethat many readerswork in pro-
gramswhere speech and debateinvolvean
diteupper leve of students. | am passion-
ae about bringing my program to every
child in the school. Why should this fun-
damentd skill be restricted to any levd of
the student body? There would beas much
logicin offering physicd education dasses
only to students who read ebovegradelevd.
Foeechisauniversd skill. Wearenot train-
ing soldy thefuture lawyersor legislators,
but the entire population. The Middle
School philosophy embraces this goproach.
Middle school is where most classes are
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heterogeneous; where “tracking” is gener-
dly anahema. Thisiswhereeducaorsstill
believe in the devdopment of the whole
child.

Soeech, Not Debate

If you are absolutely wedded to the
concept of bringing forensicsto themiddle
school, you might want to stop reeding right
here. | am talking here about kidslearning
to get up and talk to agroup, simply that. |
will leavedebateto the high school. There
ismuch to learn about speaking first. Deal
with the basic skills of poised, energetic,
extemporaneous stylepresentaion in front
of an audience. Don't confuse the issue
What every member of society needsisthe
ability to make sense, and a good impres-
sion, on hisor her fest. Theattempt to pro-
duce “ debate’ in the middle school class-
room generally subordinatesthe ord skills
to the academic content, or totdly disre-
gards speech techniquein an eff ort to teach
thesubject matter. Theresult istheneglect
or worse, thedenigration of theskill. Teach
theart of speaking, and | et the subject mat-
ter be secondary. In my assignments, gu-
dents have topics, but they have great |ati-
tude in the choice

The greaest chdlenge is to get stu-
dents of this age out of the habit of reading
and reciting. For up until now they have
probably been praised for doing precisdy
the wrong thing. They have read other
peopl€s words doud. They have shared
their own writing doud. They have pre-
tended to spesk, inredity reciting insing-
song inflections arote <ript playing in some
dim and distant corner of the brain. Get
them to engage thebraininreal live spesk-
ing. Thiswon’'t bedone by asking them to
discourse on academic topics or abstruse
issues. Let them tak aout how they hate
Sunday school, or their aunt’s smoking.
Have them sdl an old shoe, or tak about
winning a soccer trophy.

Speech in the middle school can in-
cludemany of the standard forms of speech,
such as persond experience, demonstration,
information. A courseshoud dsodraw lib-
erally on theater games, improvisation, and
impromptu Pesking. Students of this age
will diveinto dl of thesewith gleebecause
these ectivities are fun. My chdlenge, |
havedways sdd, istotake an activity which
most adults dread more than desth or the

dentist, and makemy dassroom aplacethat
kidsloveto enter. A dry textbook gpproach
to dassic speech would be doomed a this
leved.
A Stand-AloneProgram

At Scarsdde Middle School, every
student takes speech for three weeks in
sixth, seventh, and eighth grades. They
cometo my cassroom, auniqueplace. This
separate unit stands apart as a course.
During those three weeks the English
teacher works on an interdisciplinary unit
with ateam member. These projects are a
bonus spin-off of the speech program.
Clearly then, our district has madethe com-
mitment of devoting a teaching positionto
Public Spesking a themiddleschool leve.
So while | am pat of the English depart-
ment, Public Speeking, in theminds of fac-
ulty and gudents, has an identity and in-
tegrity it would lack if it weremerdy aunit
of work, such as “spdling” or “the short
story.” Skill and achievement in speech is
recoghi zed and given credibility instudents’
minds. They valuetheskill; they strivefor
excellence; they gopreciatetherecognition
for their achievements.

InYour Middle School

Can you establish this coursein your
middleschool ? Tha dl depends. You will
haveto convincetheadministration and the
community of itsvaidityand value. Isthat
possible? Itisfarly easy to make thecase
for the prevd enceof ord communicaionin
our society, even that your students will
spesk more than writein the future. You
may find an administration or school board
reluctant to establish an independent pro-
gram. Interestingly though, | find most
peopl€'s reaction, once they see it, to be
somevaiation of, “I wish I'd had thiscourse
a that age!” Arguefor itsexistence onits
own, and not subsumed in English or So-
cid Studiesclasses. Argue for therecogni-
tion of this skill asaskill.

CourseGuiddines

| would hope to persuade the reader
to establish this course in amiddleschool.
The regular readers of this magazine may
not bein a positionto do that. Thisissueis
read in middle schools, so perhgpsthereis
achance.

Are you, or do you have someone
with the background, the interest, the skill
inspeeking? A loveforkidsd thisage? A



readinessto have agood timewith them?

Establish from the outset thet this
is a non-competitive dass. Set aside dl
thoughts of contests, matches, ratings,
points. You can find timesduring theyear
to have specid events like a speech con-
test, but makeyour dassroom aplacewhere
thegod isto haveeveryonewin. Makethe
class, as audience, the primary support
group. Young speskers may fed that they
are in mortd peril upthere, like high wire
agridists. The audience needs not only to
be the listeners, but dso the coaches; not
only the chearleaders, but dso the safety
net.

Do you have to give grades? If not,
don't. | makeacompromise. | am asked by
my department to giveagradefor each stu-
dent a theend of their three weeks. | don't
put agrade onindividud speeches. | write
farly extensive evduations, using an as-
sessment rubric. In addition, seventh and
a@ghth graders are responsible for writing
sdf-evduations usingthesamerubric. This
is accomplished by having them take
speeches home on videotape for review.
Theemphasisison positive sdf-evd uation.
At the bottom of the page, ater the rubric,
isaspace. “Comment on oneor two things
youdidwel.” Oneof the signsonthewal
of my room says, “Whether you think you
can or you think you can't, you're prob-
ably richt.” | am absolutdy convinced, from
my experience, tha most students, given
theright feedback, experienceagainin sdf-
confidence inthisactivity.

MakeltFun

At thisage, a any age(?), funisan
important component. | will start off onthe
first day with any group by playing agame.
It might bejust a“namegame,” or a “story
ling” each player adding a word to com-
pose a story as quickly as possible. Or it
might beafull-period game of “To Tell the
Truth,” letting the audi ence guess which of
four starytdlersisred |y taking about ared -
lifeexperience.

The"Pet Pesve’ speechisagreat one
for beginners. They can't hep but have a
good timewith it. Theordinary sdes speech
becomes a gane when the speaker must
“sdI” anitem of novalue And the nor-
mally serious persuasive speech can befun
when theimpromptusituations become the
proverbid “refrigeratorsto Eskimos” pitch.

At every turn, thereisaway toinject
alittle levity. A practice session becomes
“TheOlympics,” with “judges” holding up
numbers. Even determining the speaking
order can befun. Shufflethecardsand cut
thedeck.

Make Room for Success

Don't overemphasi zewriting andwrit-
ten organization. Requiresomething, to be
sure. | don't let kidsget up without hand-
ingmean “outline” But I'mfarly flexible
about what it lookslike | want to see that
someplanning hasgoneintoit. Oneof the
beauties of this dass is tha while you'll
certainly get great success out of those top
all-around students who also write well,
you'll dso get wonderful work from those
whodon't, if youallowit. Remember that
thisisaskill whichjustmight havemorein
common with basebd | or bdlet thanitdoes
with books. Another sign on my wadl, its
sourcelost, reminds, “When you speek, the
audience gets 7% from your words, 38%
from your tone of voi ce, and 55% from your
body language.” Let the topics, and most
of the speeches, befrom outsideacademia
Two of my seventh graders, only recently
mainstreamed and far from academic stars,
recently captivaed their dasses with dem-
onstration speeches, one on karate moves,
theother on how to solder awire.

Get theWhole School on Board

Tdk toyour colleagues. Get themto
buy into the basics of public speaking. If
thekidsgototheir next period and givean
ord report by buryingther headsin scripts,
you mightaswd | gveup! It may takeinvit-
ing colleagues in to see your classes, or
sharing your materids, or eva uation sheets,
but get them on board.

Fnd waystogivestudentsred spesk-
ing opportunities. If theré's a concert, let
students comment on themusic. If there’'s
aguest speaker, le astudent do theintro-
duction. And certainly, when there’s are-
port to theBoard of Education, |et thekids
dothetdking!

CanEvery Sudent Really Do This?

Wel, dmost. | teech 900 students
eech year, and | do find two or three for
whom I’'ll makeaspecid arrangement. Get-
ting thenumber that | ow, by theway, i spartly
afunction of some of the straegies men-
tioned above thenon-graded approach, the
non-academic emphasis, thegames. And a
few of thosewho do make it to thepodium
do so ater an intermediate step, speaking
justfor the camera, for exampl e, and watch-
ing areplay with positive feedback. The
“Introduce Your Partner’ speech works to
break down fear and rductance. The stu-
dent is introducing a dassmate as if tha
personis“today’s guest spesker.” “You' re
doing it for her! Thisis not aout you,” |
tdl them. And even the most hesitant can
get up there

Public Spesking isinherently apres-
sure situaion. Do you want to increase
tha tension in the dassroom, or minimize
it? | doboth. Sure, my roomissetupinan
arena format, araised platform and optiond
lectern for the speaker. Added lights and
hanging mikes serve functiond and sym-
bolic purposes. Pressurel But, many subtle-
ties serve to break down that tension, not
thelesst of whichisthe"on deck” seat next
tome Ostensibly, it'sto hend intheoutline
and check the note card. In fact, it's the
opportunity for one more encouraging pep
tdk, or alittlehand-hol ding, usudly figura-
tive, occasiondly literd! Intherare case,
it's the time to intercept the student who
isn't goingto succeed a the lectern, avoid
the disaster, and look for another strategy.

ThisWon't BeEasy

Trying to s&t this up in your school
won't beeasy. Most peoplewon’t bereedy
forit. For openers, you will bebucking two
current trends.  First, your students won't
bewriting Butthey will belearning tointer-
act in themedium through which they will
communicate most throughaut life. Second,
they won't be using computers. (Good
Grief!) But they will belearning to “inter-
face’ with a far more complex audience:
other human minds.

On what stone tables is it written,
after dl, that dl human knowledge, at least
forthe1lto 14-year-old, iscontanedinthe
four mg or academi cdisciplines? If youhave
areal middle school, ready for team plan-
ning, interdisa plinary teaching, innovetion
and experimentation, you can do it. The
only questioniswhether theadultsareready
forthis. Your studentswill loveit.

(Paul K. Schwarz, teaches at Scarsdale
Middle School (NY). Mr. Schwarz's e
mail address is PKSchwarz@aol.com)



