Speaking MythBusters: Can You Make the Grade?

Kim Reigle
Below are some of the most common myths about speaking in English 101.  Take a few minutes to read the statements and decide if you think these myths are fact (confirmed) or fiction (busted).
1. If I sit in the back of the class, I will not have to talk.

2. Instructors do not notice if students speak in class.

3. If I speak in class, I will turn into a mutant from the planet Zlam.

4. The instructor talks during class because he/she likes the sound of his/her own voice.

5. There is absolutely no reason why speaking should play a role in a college writing course.
Now let’s see how you did.

If I sit in the back of the class, I will not have to talk.  This is absolutely false, although I know a lot of people who think this is true.  Many English 101 instructors like to have the class sit in a circle, so there is no place to hide.  But even if your instructor does not conduct class in this manner, they will still expect each person to talk at some point—even the person sitting in the back right corner where it is very dark.
Instructors do not notice if students speak in class.  Instructors have so many students…they could not possibly keep track of who speaks in class, right? Wrong.  Your instructor knows that a quality college education involves more than just memorizing facts and regurgitating data; it involves thinking and learning to gain knowledge.  Because of your instructor’s awareness of this, your instructor will expect (yes, expect) you to speak in class.  This expectation falls under that thing called a participation grade.  Your participation is a significant part of your grade in English 101, so instructors will notice if you remain silent the entire semester.  

If I speak in class, I will turn into a mutant from the planet Zlam.  If anyone actually turned into a mutant from a distant plant in a galaxy far, far away, it might make for an interesting class discussion, but in all my years as a student (too many years to count), I have never seen it happen.  Everyone is just as scared of speaking as you.  It is true—public speaking is a common fear among Americans, but the good news is that it is a fear that can be defeated.

The instructor talks during class because he/she likes the sound of his/her own voice.  Despite the fact that you may think this is confirmed, it is not.  If instructors only wanted to hear their voices, participation would not be part of your grade.

There is absolutely no reason why speaking should play a role in a college writing course.  Speaking in the English 101 classroom is really very important, so this myth is busted wide open.  Let me count the ways:

· Class discussion facilitates thinking and learning through an interactive process between all members of the classroom community. Part of this process includes dialogues among classmates that promote inquiring, probing, searching, and debating, creating knowledge.  
· These discussions will open your mind to new ideas and questions.  The 101 class is a place of discovery and invention – not just on the page, but within you as well.  
· As you inquire, probe, search, and debate, you will develop a better understanding about the materials you read and generate new ideas for your writing assignments.  

· You can bounce your ideas off others before you begin to write, and oftentimes you will get useful feedback about your ideas from other students.  

· If you can articulate your ideas verbally, you will have an easier time writing about them.  

· English 101 classes are some of the smallest classes you will experience during your college career.  The small class size is great place for you to find your voice in the classroom because speaking will continue to be an important factor in other courses as you progress in your college career.

· You will help the class move along at a good pace.  Imagine a class where everyone is silent – pretty boring, huh?  Now imagine a class where there is great conversation and discussion – the time will fly by.

· By speaking in class, you have a great opportunity to add to your participation grade, which will increase your final grade.  
Even though there are plenty of reasons to speak up in your composition class, talking about it and doing it are two different things.  If you hate to talk in class or are a bit shy, there are a few things you can do to help ease your fears, and all of these strategies have been confirmed:

· Realize that you are not alone. Most of the other students in your class have the same fear of public speaking.  

· While you are reading or right after you finish reading make a list of questions you have about the text.  If you don’t have a particular question, mark a particular passage that you liked, disliked, or that interests you, and bring them up during class.
· Start small – If you have difficulty speaking in the classroom, start with small comments like, “I agree with Sally.”  As you begin to feel more comfortable, expand your responses.

· Listen to students who start discussion and formulate a response to their statements.  You can use phrases like, “I like what Joe said because…” or “I read that part of the story a little differently…”

· You talk to people all the time, every day…think of speaking in the classroom as a conversation between friends.

· Breathe.  Everyone – including the instructor and your peers – wants you to succeed.  
Myths about speaking have been tested in classrooms all over the world for hundreds of years with the same results: as Adam and Jamie would say, “These myths are busted.”  However, the reasons for speaking in the classroom and the strategies above for overcoming your fear of speaking are undoubtedly confirmed.  So even though at times you might feel as though your attempts to speak are busts, remember that finding your voice in the class, much like finding your writing voice, will become easier with each attempt you make.  Never, never give up.  
