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ABSTRACT

Judging by the opinion of many experts and practérs, it is
virtually impossible to improve public speakinglikin virtual

learning environments. Nevertheless, web-based onibat

trainings do exist. This paper takes a closer labkthese
trainings and discusses the challenges and penspecof
developing and improving public speaking skills wiab-based
training.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In our modern information society, the ability tonemunicate
persuasively and efficiently in various contextsl anodes is
considered to be one of the most important keysany
individual's personal and professional successAttordingly,
public speaking education, the roots of which refactback to
the 8" century BC, is once again booming in thé'2&ntury.
This “rhetorical turn” [2] in education is eviderteyy the
clearly observable, but not yet statistically ret=at increase of
academic departments and secondary, higher andefurt
education courses in this field.

This being the case, it is rather striking that luspeaking
skills are still mainly trained in brick-and-mortatassrooms.
Are rhetoric instructors not quite ready for eLéag? Or are
modern information and communication technologl€S} not
suitable for enhancing rhetorical skills?

Many experts and practitioners are of the opinioat tpublic
speaking skills — just like teamwork, problem sotyi
intercultural competence, time management and ddmels of
social skills — can only be improved in face-todagtuations.
They argue that education in this field demandsnieg
environments which closely resemble the situationsvhich
the acquired skill is actually applied and perfodnfig], [4].

Of course, there are other, less skeptical views [, and
web-based rhetorical trainings do exist. But des¢h&ainings
meet the particularites and requirements of rhetbr
education, e.g. regular performance appraisal? tare do
they fully exploit the potential of the Web and thiele range of
possibilities offered by modern ICT, e.g. two-way
communication? And are there areas in which ordmases in

public speaking are in fact more effective thaneftmface
courses?

The paper begins with an outline of the featured basic
requirements of public speaking education. Subsetyyethe
paper takes a closer look at selected online ceurs@ublic

speaking in order to explore if and how these basic

requirements can be met in web-based trainingsalljnthe
paper discusses problems and perspectives of rgaipublic
speaking skills in virtual learning environmentsrr a general
point of view, implicitly integrating my experiengeas the
developer and instructor of a web-based publiclspgacourse
offered at Tubingen University, Germany.

2. FEATURES AND REQUIREMENTS OF
RHETORICAL / PUBLIC SPEAKING EDUCATION

In order to explore problems and perspectives of-besed
public speaking courses, one first needs to congsegeneral
characteristics and basic requirements of rhetoedacation.
Due to the fact that no modern subject didactisp.réeaching
methodology for the field of rhetoric resp. pubBpeaking
exists — at least not in monographic form —, thBofdng

outline is based on the analysis of prevalent nushand
objectives of public speaking education, past aiedemt, recent
evaluations of rhetoric courses, and the findinfsmmdern
educational theory.

Long Term Course of Study

Successful public speaking requires a complex fsskitts, e.g.
insight into the mechanisms of communication, prtgén
skills, or the ability to anticipate audience-réans [7] [8] [9]
[10]. These objectives can not be achieved afreetiveekends,
two days or even in a few hours. Crash courses uiblip
speaking can, of course, reveal individual deficies or give
first insights into the mechanisms of public spegkiBut, as
recent evaluations of rhetorical trainings haveeeded, only a
long term course of studythat is, at least five to ten
consecutively organized units or lessons, can gteea
sustainable learning results, i.e. a significarthaertement of
public speaking skills [10] [11] [12] [13].



Adequate Balance Between Theory and Practice

Although learning by doing is essential for rhetatieducation
[9], public speaking courses should avoid beingluesieely
based on practical activities. Rather, they shaild at an
adequate balance between theory and practibetween
‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ [9]. When practica
activities dominate and the techniques are onlylieghpto
particular situations, the learners can scarcely kema
generalisations allowing them to transfer the téphes to new
situations [11] [15]. But the mere acquisition ofokvledge, the
unreflected memorization of general rules, is noffigent,
either. If it is not put to use in authentic segtn i.e. in
situations where it is potentially applicable, tlequired
knowledge can not be transferred [16].

Exemplary models

Sample speeches, exemplary mqdeisticularise the general
rules, thereby providing a deeper level of undediteg which
enables better retention. By observing, reflectiog and
discussing examples of appropriate or inappropsgieeches,
the learners can sharpen their judgement, theitoricel
calculus, and develop critical analytical skillshilé samples of
bad speeches can be used to illustrate typicallgmrab and
avoidable techniques of public speaking, samplesgadd
speeches can serve as models for the individuaidea own
rhetorical practice [3] [6] [18].

Programme of Coherent Exercise

Each speaking situation requires a different sgsatdepending
on the respective audience, setting, purpose, apd.tA
programme of coherent exerciséhat is, constant, regular
engagement in activities that offer various opputies to
immerse the general knowledge and rules in conaebéexts
and realistic settings, can prepare the learnedé&aling with
various public speaking situations, thus enabliing Hevelop
appropriate strategies autonomically in each caep[fL1] [15]
[17]. Additionally, the exercises have a psychatagieffect,
since the learner can gain confidence and copestdiipe fright
in ‘playful’ settings [19].

Individualized Feedback

Since the success of a public speech is highlyrdp# on the
individual speaker [21], public speaking coursesusth always
offer opportunities for regularindividualized feedbackrom

experts and peers. Regular, constructive performappraisal
enables the learner to reflect on and transform drisher
individual practice and develop an authentic, appate

personal style [10] [14]. Moreover, this form ofllaborative
learning with experts and peers leads to a deepeegsing of
the learning content [21].

The above-mentioned basic requirements for rhetbric
education principally apply to to any kind of pubBpeaking
training, be it in schools, at universities, offumther education,
be it in the brick-and-mortar classroom or in \é@tdearning
environments.

3. WEB-BASED RHETORICAL TRAININGS
— STATE OF THE ART

In the following, the term “web-based rhetoricaiting” is
applied to courses that aim at enhancing publialspg skills
and mainly (at least 50 per cent) take place inltbernet. This
definition excludes trainings that use a websiteptementary
to a face-to-face course for providing, for exampgldditional
material or tools for communicating outside thesstaom [22].
When taking a closer look at web-based rhetoriedghings, one
can identify two main types: (1) Those offered \tyi online;
and (2) hybrid courses [23], i.e. trainings thambme online
lessons with face-to-face meetings.

Trainings offered entirely online

Trainings of this first type usually provide texaded
information (i.e. essential theory, rules) thatc@mplemented
by written, audio, or audio-visual samples, somefim
accompanied by checklists, quizzes, and other kiods
activities. Some of these courses are permaneathysaible and
thus designed for self-directed learning not bouodany
concrete schedules. Others, however, are only sibtedor a
certain amount of time and bound to a given dagelin

The module Die Kunst der Rede(The Art of Speaking)
[24] can be accessed permanently. This public spealourse,
which is provided by the Ministry of Education inaden-
Wirttemberg (Southern Germany), is designed fochess,
parents and pupils. “Die Kunst der Rede” consi§tor units
(e.g. rhetorical figures) which are not arranged any
discernable order and can thus be studied indepérdaeach
other. The units offer text-based general infororatiand
thumb-rules which are supplemented by links to baisl for
teachers (e.g. on brainstorming methods), writtésual, and
audio examples, a written excerpt of Tucholsky'dirisal
“Advice for a bad (good) speaker*, and further refees. Since
no suggestions for activities or exercises aregnated in the
respective units, the theoretical input, the ‘knogvithat’,
clearly dominates this module.

Another example of this type, titled Effective
Presentation§ can be found on the website of the BBC [25].
The module is designed for “level 2-learners” andsists of an
introduction and three organized units (e.g. ggttinntent). It
is arranged in accordance with the process of pirgpan oral
presentation and built around a concrete tasktsituaithin the
target group’s horizon of experience (i.e. a founute talk on
the popularity of a TV soap opera). The units censif
instructions, thumb-rules, tips, check-lists, antire-activities,
e.g. a drag-and-drop exercise for selecting apfatEptopics
which generates automatized feedback on whethearbeers
were correct or not.

The entirely online public speaking courses consideso
far neglect communication tools that allow indivédimed
feedback and two-way communication between teactmef
learner, not least because no course instructotutor is
involved. Standardized, automatized responsesadreourse,
appropriate for subjects in which factual knowleqdays an
important role. But for public speeches there igenthe correct
solution, since every occasion requires a differsinategy,
depending on the purpose, topic, audience, settang, of
course, the individual speaker.

Other courses do integrate possibilities for tworwa
communication and individual learning experiencgs, for
example, the courses entitleBublic Communication (Onling)
offered at the Farquhar College of Arts and Science
(Humanities Division) at the NSU Florida. The cagsare



addressed to Bachelor students and are all cotetirgomilarly.

One of the courses, offered in the Winter, 2008estter [26],

consists of 17 units. As regards the theoretigaliinone to two

chapters of a designated text book, also availablen E-book,
are to be read for every unit. These reading aswgts are
accompanied by 12 activities including:

e a text-based self-introduction which is submitted the
class homepage,

« four speeches (introduction, demonstration, exjousit
persuasive speech) held and recorded at a plaastestby
the participants (e.g. at home) and then (e)maitethe
course instructor, who gives individual feedbackese
performances,

e speech preparatory-assignments (e.g. outline o€ddpr
demonstration speech) which are typed and submitted
the assignment dropbox of the virtual learning
environment,

« one analysis of a live speech selected and attebgdde
respective students, and

* one mid-term and one final exam on certain chapmittse
text book (multiple choice, true/false, short ansarmd two
short essays).

A further requirement of this course is the regufaolvement
in online-discussions on various ‘topics of the keee. public
speaking related issues, with classmates and these&o
instructor. Self-quizzes, crossword-puzzles, irgerexercises,
and other activities available within each unit cenprocessed
voluntarily.

Other public speaking courses offered purely @nlare
designed very similarly to the ones of the Farqubaltege of
Arts and Sciences, often only varying in the wag #peech
assignments are to be delivered. Participants ef “Bublic
Speaking Onlinfecourse offered at Darton College, Georgia
[27], for example, are requested to hold the restbrspeeches
in front of a real audience consisting of at lefge freely
selected people (e.g. family members, friends)tigpants of
the online-courseFundamentals of Public Speakingffered at
the Minot State University, North Dakota, have thgion of
delivering their speeches on site on designatedsddtthey
don’t have the necessary video equipment or simppdfer this
way of delivery [28]. This last-mentioned exampsesituated
on the borderline between purely online and hyhpidlic
speaking courses.

Hybrid courses

The majority of the hybrid public speaking courpesvide the
course material and diverse tools for communicatand
collaboration on the course homepage, while manythef
practical activities, i.e. the performance of theeech
assignments, take place in the traditional claser(es opposed
to freely chosen, “informal” settings of many pyrabnline
courses).

The course Rede- und PrasentationskompeteRublic
Speaking and Presentation Competence), for exampleh is
offered by the Rhetoric Department of Tibingen @nsity,
Germany [29], is designed in the above-mentioneg. Wtais
addressed to students of all faculties, subjeaiserels aiming
to develop and expand their public speaking andeuration
skills. “Rede- und Prasentationskompetelasts one semester
(14-week term) and consists of twelve weekly preedonline-
lessons and two face-to-face meetings in the middie at the
end of the term. Every lesson comprises three ileguphases:
(1) In the Reception Phas€Monday to Wednesday), the

students look through the multimedia learning niaker
(lecture videos, slides, glossary), thereby getting
acquainted with theoretical aspects, general raed

techniques of public speaking. The twenty to thirtiynute
lecture videos are the main instructional tool aadsist of
exemplary and analytical sequences, moving fromili@m
situations — i.e. problems, circumstances, and arstt
situated within the learner's horizon of experienedo
general rules and techniques.

(2) In the Production Phase(Thursday to Sunday), the
students engage in practical activities, in exessisvhich
they submit electronically. These written exercises
complemented by two face-to-face meetings in whih
students apply their acquired skills in front of‘real”
audience, i.e. their fellow students and the acaclemaff
(course instructor, tutors), who directly appraitee
individual performances.

(3) In the Reflection PhaséMonday to Thursday, parallel to
the reception of the next lesson), the studentivVidual,
electronically submitted assignments are appraisethe
academic staff as well as the other participaht®duired,
the participants can review their solutions or oegpto the
feedback, either on the platform or @anail

Apart from the multimedia teaching material and thrdine-

platform via which the individual solutions to te&ercises are

discussed, the virtual learning environment of theurse
provides references to samples (literature, linksfamous
speeches) and further tools for communication and
collaboration: In a moderatetiscussion forunthe students can
post general comments and questions on the copasicular
lessons or technological aspects. A consultatiamr ath the
course instructor, offered once a week, takes piace chat
room Individual questions can also be processed to the
academic staff via email.

Being involved in this course as an instructoravé access
to the evaluations conducted by the participantthatend of
each term. The results of the summative questioenaeflect
that web-based rhetorical training in general dnsl tourse in
particular is valuated rather highly by the leasnéror example,
in the Winter term of 2007/08, all of the interviesv(100%) got
along with the fact that the course mainly tookcplan a virtual
learning environment. Equally, nearly everyone (92%
considered that the mainly text-based exercisese wary
convenient for transferring the general knowledgd eules to
concrete situations and problems, whereby 68 part ce
requested more oral exercises in public speakingarly
everyone (96%) felt well supported by the coursgrirctor and
the tutors, 80 per cent indicated that they prdfiteom the
comments of their fellow students, and 68 per stated that
discussing the exercises of their co-learners welpflil to
them. 96 per cent expressed the opinion that oratiskills
could be enhanced via the Internet, whereby thivithealized
feedback from the course instructors as well as \@wgous
possibilities for exercising were listed as themmadvantages of
this web-based public speaking course.

Other hybrid courses not only differ in the relatiof face-to-
face meetings and online-lessons, but also in teofnshe
required interaction between tutors and learnedstha design
of the learning material. The course Mindliche
Kommunikatioh (Oral Communication), for example, offered
to students of German philology and media and callstudies
at the Communications Department of Disseldorf ©rsity,
Germany [30], requires regular engagement in online
discussions on designated topics (e.g. How do camuative
tricks and tactics influence credibility?). The neiag material
comprises video- and audio-files, a printed leagrooklet,
PowerPoint-presentations, and worksheets. The vitdets,
which are provided on the eLearning-platform, a®ordings of



a face-to-face lecture given in an earlier semedteey have
been edited to short, thematically assorted leatnits. The
audio-files offer, amongst other things, samplesspéaking
techniques. The learning booklet contains 46 asségns that
structure the course and partly only can be solwét the

knowledge acquired via the lecture videos. With the

assignments of the learning booklet and the otkerning
material provided on the elLearning-platform, thedsnts can
acquire the essential knowledge autonomously.
accompanying group meetings, the assignments aeigied
face-to-face with tutors and the other participarits four
additional face-to-face meetings, the participaatther in small
groups and engage in practical activities (i.e.rsBpeeches)
which are video-recorded and then directly analyzedi
appraised by the fellow-learners and the coursetuict®r [9],
[31].

4. CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS
OF WEB-BASED RHETORICAL TRAINING

As the preceding chapter has illustrated, there \emeéous
creative methods for teaching and training publeaking
skills in virtual learning environments. The questi whether
entirely online courses or hybrid courses are neffective for
improving public speaking skills, can, of coursept rbe
answered categorically, not least because resegrcthis
particular field is still in progress and reliakdata is not yet
available; in order to make progress in this fieldstudy, |
would strongly appreciate it if public speakingtmstors and
trainers that operate with both formats would sh#reir
experiences with the scientific community. Therefoone can
currently only deal with this question from a geagoint of
view, from which hybrid learning arrangements, @&vesal
research studies have revealed [32], [33], seerbetamore
suitable than courses offered purely online.

Be it in purely online or in hybrid learning sceiear As regards
learning outcomes, the success of a web-basedcpsidaking

course not least depends on whether it meets ttsic ba

requirements of rhetorical education. As the carad
examples of web-based rhetorical trainings havevehanodern
ICT offer many possibilities to meet this challendes regards

the theoretical input the impartment of general knowledge and

rules, a wide range of media — e.g. lecture vide@ooks,
slides, or other kinds of written material — cangsevided on
the course homepag&ample speechesan be observed in
different forms: as digital texts, as audio-files, even better, as
video-files. For individualized feedbackand performance

appraisal various various synchronous and asynchronous

communication tools — such as live chat, discus$moms,
email, or even web conferencing — can be implentente

The probably greatest challenge for web-based ricato
trainings does indeed, as indicated by many crifiesin the
enhancement of learning experiences that resentbliens in
which the acquired skill is to be applied. In hybcourses, this
challenge can, of course, be met easily — simplynbggrating
face-to-face meetings in which speeches are peefrooram
publico. Existing courses offered entirely onliheywever, often
do not meet this challenge at all, thereby negigctine of the
most important components of a public speakingatita: the

audience. With the rapid advances in communications

technologies, especially those technologies whicfiero
possibilities for audio-visual, synchronous intéi@t, i.e.

point-to-point or multi-point audio- or video-basedeb-

conferencing programmes, other, possibly more t¥fec
solutions are arising. When these technologiesraegrated in
web-based public speaking courses as means fovedal

speech assignments, speaker and audience areursecatill

not physically co-present, but the potential speaka address
a ‘real’ audience in real-time, hereby drawing velgse to a
‘real’ face-to-face speech. This kind of deliveiged, of course,
involve a few restrictions — real eye contact, éaample, can
not be trained effectively —, and apart from cadrglanning it

also requires the respective technical equipmeutt.aB soon as
the aforementioned communication tools belong eosttandard
equipment of PCs, this challenge can be met in g that

approximates ‘the real thing'.

Are web-based public speaking courses superioraititional
classroom-based courses? This question can nohdeeed
categorically, either, since research in this fi@ddin statu
nascendi, and sufficient data is not available Netvertheless,
first research results provided by instructors tHzve
experience with both formats, that is, with onlifwbrid) and
with face-to-face courses in public speaking, dofaict, reveal
that there are many areas in which web-based ibator
trainings can be more effective than courses takilage in
brick-and-mortar classrooms [5].

Take, for example, the theoretical input. In faodece
classes, one can observe that many instructorerpi@ipresent
rules-of-thumbs and hand out rudimentary checkiatiser than
to explain the complex mechanisms of public speakBut, as
illustrated earlier, public speaking courses shodédlicate a
certain amount of time to theory in order to enghke students
to transfer the general rules to various settings.virtual
learning environments, these complex rules and raatist
concepts can be concretized and visualized, fompla in
permanently available video sequences, thus begpmin
observable directly and also repeatedly, so thiseper level of
understanding can be encouraged.

Another area in which public speaking courses @ambre
effective than courses taking place in the bric#-erortar
classroom lies in the training of analytical skillestead of
spending precious class time observing, reflectorg and
discussing sample speeches, learners can obseerepkxy
speeches online and share their thoughts in oriéetin
boards. By this, every single student — especialtye reserved
or slow learners — not only gets the chance to psmar
judgement and develop analytical skills in his er bwn time,
but also to participate in group discussions anesgmt and
defend his or her own opinion.

A perhaps more striking example can be found inatea
of performance appraisal. As a matter of fact, quafl and
constructive feedback to individual performancelsesaup a
considerable amount of time, especially when lapgrips are
involved. Time and space are limited in brick-andrar
classrooms. In virtual classrooms, however, the rsmu
instructors or tutors can not only support andratde with a
larger group of students. When asynchronous conuation
tools are implemented in the virtual learning eornment, the
course instructors or tutors can also take theie tio give every
student the adequate amount of attention and aapraeeded
to effectively develop, reflect on and improve his her
individual public speaking skills.

Thus, web-based rhetorical trainings are not oniyually
possible, but when the basic requirements of ricetior
education are meand the full potential of modern ICT is
explored, then online courses in public speaking esen



exceed courses offered in the traditional brick-avaitar
classroom.
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