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THE TEACHING OF 

SPEECH IN THE ENGLISH CLASSROOM 

by Phyllis Kromer, Robbinsdale Senior High School 

The business world of ·today seems to have something of ·a corner on 

the communication field. In the realms of ·commerce, advertising, and tele

vision there is a keen understanding of the psychology of communication. 

Perhaps 'we in the classroom can look to them for some ideas. J. Paul 

Austin, president of the Coca Cola Company, speaking on modern communi

cation has said, "The progress of society is measured in terms of relation

ships and these in turn in quality of communications.'' We can make a 

comparison of communication in society and in the classroom. _Mr. Austin 

goes on to explain that society is_ based on a complex network of relation

ships .. Relationships involve communication of one person or group and 

another. _The character of the communication determines whether the rela

tionships will be productive or destructive. The character of the relation

ships is influenced by the attitude of the communicato~ who has been con

ditioned by previous communications. Let us look at this in terms of our 

classrooms. Our relationships involve the communication of teacher and 

students with students. The character of the communications (the subject 

matter - background : of both students and teacher) determines whether 

the relationships wili be productive or destructive: • Previous communica

tio~s involve all the experiences of the teacher w°ith other students and. all 

the experiences of the students with former English teachers. (This com

parison, of course, could be extended in even more depth.) 

This leads us then to our thesis statement - again a quotation from J. 

Paul Austin: "Communication reaches its highest form in the idea-exchange 

of different minds focused on defining a problem and arriving at solutions 

through analysis and creative collaboration.'·' Let us apply this to the teach

ing of speech in the English classroom. First of all, speech in this in

stance refers to speech integrated in all subject matter. ·It is not speech 

taught as an isolated unit. 

Thus we are concerned with the activities of group discussion, small 

groups, panel discussions, individual reports, informal speaking, and in

formal conversation .. In a recent study made by the National Council of 

Teachers of English and the English Department at the University of Illi

nois some statistics show the proportion of time spent in high school English 

classes on speech activities: recitation, 23%; lecture (also referred to as 
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Finally - the. fear gap. Our students have many fears - fear of the 

teacher and one another; fear of not doing what people want, of not pleas

ing, of making- mistakes; fear of failing or of being wrong. Fear dictates 

self limitation, self defeat .. Some of our students deliberately "go stupid" 

because they cannot cope with their fears. If they are considered stupid 

in the classroom, tension and pressure to perform are released .. Real learn

ing involves lack of tension and the feeling of freedom. 

There are severai things we can do to close the communication gap. 

First, the physical setting of our classrooms is of prime importance. There 

is a psychology of chairs - really quite a fascinating study .. It is important 

for us to consider class arrangements - sitting in large circles, sitting 

in the round in small. groups, having a few extra chairs and a table for 

panal discussions or other group reports, arranging in a two-rowed semi

circle, or sitting all together as a "glob." Each of these exert a different 

kind of atmosphere and call forth various forms of communication. 

We must also consider the communication of intelligence and unintelli

gence. John Holt, an elementary mathe~atic.s teacher, has written a boAk 

called How Children Fail. He has some profound insights into the learning 

process. He describes intelligence as a style of life, a way of behaving 

in various situation~ - especially new, perplexing ones. He feels that the 

true test of intelligence i~ not how mu~h we know how to do but how we 

behave when we don't. Acting intelligently involves imagination, resource

fulness, and curiosity; The unintelligent person is not one of low ability. 

He is one with an entirely different style of behavior arising out of differ

ent sets of values or attitudes. He is far less curious, unresourceful; he 

is afraid of failure and lacks initiative .. How many of our students fall 

into this latter category? Mr. Holt feels that a good teacher is one who 

puts himself "into contact with the intelligence of his students wherever 

and whatever they may be; and who has enough intuition and imagination 

to do it." 

One of the chief methods of teaching which makes good use of the many 

facets of the communication process is the inductive method. Let us look 

at the possibilities here. Our chief concern cannot be covering a field 

of knowledge or body of material. Teacher and students must be able 

to relate, compare, fit together all items in a field of knowledge. Take 

a very b-asic example: a city -map. If we- "cover the field of knowledge,-; 

we would be able to name all the streets in the city, However, if we have 

really learned, we should be able to get from one place to another by any 

desired route. 
A good teacher creates learning situations. He is less a giver of infor

mation, and more a careful guide and questioner. A student can attain 

understanding and intellectual growth by engaging in an activity through 
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which he discovers structures of knowledge. When a student participates 

in an activity which he structures, he gains valuable speech experiences. 

He learns to express himself, to defend a point of view, to participate in' 

Lhe give-and-take of class discussion, to listen in ord·er to discuss well. 

He may even learn some speech techniques. In all of this, the teacher's 

function is one of artistic organization. 

A teacher must ask critical questions. Some of these will be in his 

lesson plans; others will be spontaneoµs. Questions with many possible 

answers should be used. They must bui 1ld appropriately. Wit.h good pacing 

a teacher can lead students to right perceptions and then can help them to 

communicate perceptions: The teacher is available to answer questions 

of fact, supply further information when necessary, rescue the tongue-tied 

and inept, and occasionally act as arbiter. 

In the inductive process speech be<;:omes an integral part of the curri

culum, instead of something unrelated to "English'.' set aside for practice 

once a week. This process calls for the highest .gifts of the teacher -

creative interaction wi.th students. A good teacher must be sensitively 

responsible to the moment, - skillful and creative enough to .shape the mo

ment into a memorable instance of learning. 

To return to the thesis statement: "Communication reaches its .highest 

form in the idea-exchange of different minds focused on defining a problem 

and arriving at solutions through analysis and creative collaboration." 

Or to put this on a different level - in the-words of Anne Morrow Lindbergh: 

"Good communication is stimulating as black coffee and just as hard to 

sleep after." ■ 




