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According to the Dean of the College of Arts and Sci ences here at
Virginia Tech, our alumi say there are two kinds of oral
abilities college students need far nore instruction and practice
in before they graduate. The first of these skills is the ability
to listen carefully to an ongoi ng conversation and add to that

di al ogue in a cogent, neaningful, and appropriate way when call ed
upon to do so. This particular oral ability is one that has | ong
been fostered in the typical first-year witing classroom of
course, through our w despread use of class discussion as a

t eachi ng nethod (see our previous contribution on this topic at
URL), peer editing groups, conference teaching, and the like. The
second of these skills, however, the ability to make an oral
presentation, to deliver content to an audience in a one-way fl ow
of information from speaker to hearers, is no longer typically
associated with witing courses, but with public speaking

cour ses.

This separation of oral and witten conposition into separate
courses of study is a fairly recent historical devel opnent. From
the 5th century B. C. E. in Athens through the 19th century in
Anerica, oral and witten conposition were taught side by side,
synergistically, as students studied the art of rhetoric. But as
S. M chael Halloran has argued (see A Short H story of Witing

I nstruction, ed. Janes J. Mirphy, Davis, CA: Hermagoras Press,
1990), a variety of cultural forces -- literary, pedagogical,
political, economic, and technol ogical -- converged in the 19th
century to transformthe undergraduate course in neocl assica
rhetoric into "English conposition.” The resulting schi sm between
instruction in oral and witten conposition w dened qui ckly and
speech comruni cation faculty left the professional associations
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of English teachers early in the 20th century (whether they

"wal ked out” or were "thrown out" of these associations very nuch
depends on who you ask). In the tine since, speech comrunication
has becone a fully devel oped scholarly discipline of its own, of
course, with its own professional associations, journals,
conventions, and departnments. One indication of how great a rift
exi sts between oral and witten comunication in higher education
is that while Comruni cati on Studies, a social science, is the
primary teacher of public speaking courses, English, a

qui ntessential humanities discipline, remains the primary teacher
of writing courses.

But that gap has begun to close -- and rapidly, too. Last fall,
The Chronicle of H gher Education caused quite a stir when it ran
a story on the need for Speaking Across the Curricul um courses.
In the subsequent online discussion of the issues involved, there
were sone who opi ned that only speech comruni cati on professionals
coul d effectively teach public speaking at the college-Ilevel and,
thus, only they should be allowed to. But nuch as WAC and WD
courses have institutionalized the idea that good witing is
everyone’ s busi ness, so, too, it seens, are college

adm ni strators conmng to believe that good oral abilities are
everyone’ s business as well. Hence, the teaching of oral
presentation skills, per se, has begun to cone back to first-year
witing courses.

Deal ing wth Public Speaking Anxiety

G ven their common origin in rhetoric, it is hardly surprising
that nost of what we teach as instructors of witten conposition
has clear and strong parallels in the teaching of oral
conposition (invention, focus, unity, argunent, devel opnent,

or gani zati on, coherence, grammar, and style, to nane just a few).
But there are sone glaring differences as well, the nost obvious,
of course, being that oral presentations are perfornmed in front
of a live audience. The anxiety that this situation can induce in
the speaker is real, no doubt, but it has al so becone the stuff
of urban legend. It is a well-known "fact," for instance, that

Gl lup polls show that Anericans fear speaking in public nore
than they fear death. At ny school, we have heard third-hand but
"absolutely true" tales of students who have burst into tears,
fainted, and even vomited during their oral presentations.

I ndeed, a English departnent coll eague of ours swears she heard
of a student who was so stressed out before his oral presentation
In an Engineering class that the tension in his neck nuscles
fractured his owmn skull. We hasten to say, however, that in our
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several years of teaching oral presentation skills to actual
first-year witing students, we haven’t seen anything that even
renotely approaches this kind of difficulty. Yes, the students
are nervous; yes, they also cone through their experiences just
fine -- given the right kind and anount of preparation. |In other
words, just as we can and do hel p students work through their
writing anxiety, we can also help themwork through their public
speaki ng anxi ety by addressing the issue directly, denystifying
It, and suggesting ways of responding to it and alleviating it.

We can explain to students that their physiol ogical responses to
speaki ng anxi ety are normal and natural reactions to the rel ease
of adrenaline and that everyone experiences them Moreover, this
hei ght ened physical state is the exact sane one that athletes
seek out before they conpete. W need not fear being this "punped
up," then, but rather can use it to our advantage. W can rem nd
themthat rather than being sone hostile nob, the audience is
actually made up of people just Iike them that the audi ence
actually wants to like them wants themto succeed, and assunes
that the speaker is an interesting person with inportant
information to share. W can point out to themtheir
presentations are not about them but about their content. They,
personal ly, are not the center of attention, but rather their

i deas are. |If they are truly interested in conmunicating, then
both their and their audience’'s attention will be focused on what
they say, not how they say it, will be focused on their nessages
rather than on their performances. Finally, we can rem nd
students that they already know effective and healthy ways of
dealing with stress through deep breathing, stretching exercises,
sel f-massage, and the like. In short, in teaching students how to
conpose oral texts, we are also teaching them how to conpose

t hensel ves enotionally and conpose thensel ves as public speakers.

Sequences and Expectations

G ven their anxiety, it is |likew se good practice to ease
students into oral presentations gradually. Qur sequences of
speaki ng experiences can build slowy and carefully toward the
kinds of abilities we want students to have when they | eave our
courses. Sequences can nove students from

. rather informal and ungraded presentations to nore fornal
and carefully eval uat ed ones;

. fromgroup presentations, to paired presentations, to
i ndi vi dual presentations;

. frompresentations made while sitting at one’s desk, to

file:///CJ/Documents and Settings/ppulliam/Desktop/oral_presentations.htm (3 of 7)2/7/2006 11:29:59 AM



Teaching Oral Presentation Skillsin First-Y ear Writing Courses

presentations nmade while standing at one’s desk, to

presentations made standing at the front of the room
. fromusing scripts, to using notecards, to using no notes
what soever.

Simlarly, our sequences should be characterized by reasonabl e
obj ectives, by reachable standards for all students that
practically guarantee their success. |ndeed, we can ask students
to help in defining these goals:

“I'n a paragraph, explain what elenents of ora
presentation you need to work on throughout the
senester. What do you need to feel successful and
confortabl e speaking in front of the classroomor in
ot her public atnospheres?”

Usi ng students’ input as a basis, we can set the tone for our
collective efforts and clearly articul ate our expectations at the
out set of our courses, using a one-page handout |ike the
follow ng, for instance:

Basic Criteria and Tips for Effective O al
Present ati ons

One of the goals of this course is to offer you
instruction and practice in the fundanmental s of maki ng
effective oral presentations. This is not, however, a

course in public speaking. There will be no fornal
speeches and no maj or presentations. Your experiences
in making oral presentations will be m nor and

informal, but frequent, so that you may becone nore
confortable with this activity. Presenting your ideas
orally is difficult for nost people, but an absol ute
necessity for full participation and success in the
university, the world of work, and the participatory
denocracy in which we |ive.

Let’ s be honest about this: Learning to make effective
oral presentations is like learning to ride a bicycle.
You coul d read books about riding a bike forever, but
until you actually get on one and crash once or tw ce,
ski nni ng your knees, you won’'t ever really learn to do
it. You are not expected to do this perfectly. You are
expected to do your best, to support your classmates,
and to learn fromboth your efforts and theirs.
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Let’s keep it sinple, then:

1. Focus on what you are sayi ng and not on how you are
saying it. Your content -- your ideas and your beli ef
in your ideas -- is far nore inportant than your
delivery of that content. Confidence cones from
conpetence, fromyour comrmand of your material.

2. Project your voice. Speak |oudly enough, slowy
enough, clearly enough, and with enough nodul ation in
your voice to be heard and understood wi t hout
difficulty by everyone in the room

3. Involve nenbers of your audience in your
presentati on. Engage themw th eye contact.

4. Adopt a purposeful stance and use natural,
nmeani ngf ul gestures as you speak.

Adapting What Works in Qur Witing Instruction

Qur teaching of oral conposition can and shoul d adapt and utilize
what ever pedagogi cal techniques work in our teaching of witten
conposition. For exanple, if we use exanples and nodels in our
teaching of witing to concretely denonstrate what good witing
| ooks I'i ke, we can and shoul d enpl oy exanpl es and nodels in our
teachi ng of public speaking as well. W can provide those nodels
ourselves, fulfilling our own speaki ng assignnents, or, better
yet, prevail upon fornmer students to cone to class and offer
exanpl es of how to present effectively. Seeing their peers
succeed hel ps students understand that they, too, can nake
effective oral presentations.

Li kew se, if we regularly enploy peer critique in our witing

wor kshops, we can and shoul d use the sanme technique in our
teaching of oral presentation skills. Students can be provided

wi th checksheets of the grading criteria being used and be
required to evaluate the performances of their classmates as part
of their class participation. Just as in our witing workshops,
peer critique directs students’ attention to particular aspects
of the task and allows themto | earn both what works well and
what not to do when their turn cones.

Smlarly, if we |like to specify clearly articulated formats to
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hel p students structure their witten conpositions, we can
provide explicit formats for their oral conpositions as well. One
such format, for instance, the PREP format for inpronptu
speaki ng, works nuch |ike the five-paragraph thene, providing a
failsafe (though perhaps predictable) way of organizing

I nformation for the audience:

|. State Point of View -- provide direct statenent of
position on the topic at hand

I1. State Reasons Wy -- provide broad reasons why you
hol d this point of view

I11. Present Evidence and Exanples -- provide data to
support the stated point of view and reasons

V. Restate Point of View
A Pair of Don'ts

As we nove toward the end of this overview, |et us suggest two
things that you should not do in your teaching of fundanenta
oral presentation skills.

First, do not have an oral presentation "unit" in which oral
conposition is separated out fromthe rest of the course as a

di stinct object of study. Synthesize it with the rest of the
course; fold it inwth all the other kinds of instruction you

of fer over the course of the entire senester, integrating it with
I nstruction you offer in witing skills, research skills,

internet skills, and so on. If nothing else, be sure to avoid
scheduling a week or two of class tine for back to back oral
presentations. Few students or teachers can consistently focus
their attention for that length of tine.

Second, do not enphasize the use of visual aids in the making of
oral presentations. The production of such visual aids allows
students to stay focused on the creation of a kind of witten
conposition when they should really be concentrating on their

oral skills. Likew se, such visual aids distract both the speaker
and the audi ence fromthe speaker’s content and direct it toward
an artifact; students who use visual aids typically spend far too
much tinme with their backs to the audience as they, too, |ook at
their visual aids. Finally, the technol ogy avail able for visual
aids today clearly privileges flash and glitz over substance.
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St udents who use presentation software, such as M crosoft

Power Point, for instance, typically spend entirely too nuch tine
futzing wwth mnutiae of its appearance: changing the fonts and
sizes and colors of their onscreen text, inporting clip art and
phot os and soundtracks and even video clips, manufacturing

el aborate visual transitions (fade to black, fly in fromleft,
and so on) both within slides and fromone slide to the next, and
so on. In sum the tinme we and our students can afford to spend
on the fundanentals of oral conmposition in our witing courses is
rat her precious. Be careful not to squander it.

Concl usi on

In conclusion, while the teaching of oral presentation skills

m ght seemto be an inposition of an outside agenda onto first-
year witing courses, it mght nore profitably be seen as going
"back to the future." Since internet technologies wll soon solve
the bandwi dth issues that are now hol di ng back the w despread use
of web-based tel ephony and video conferencing, we m ght do well

to once again enbrace our ancient rhetorical and pedagogi cal

roots to teach speaking and witing side-by-side and hand-i n-hand.
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