
 Words from the Hall
 
  Speech Teachers:
  A Real Force in Education  

T hree times a 
week, I attend 
a hot yoga 

class seeking a good 
sweaty workout and the 
harmony of a shared 
goal between students 
and teacher. Each 
session ends with the 
Sanskrit word Namaste, 
which the instructors 
loosely translate as 
“the light that is within 
me recognizes and 
acknowledges the light 
that is also within you.”

I chant this solacing 
mantra solo as I return to 
the outside world. The 
21st century is a menace. 
Icons gone rogue are 
denounced daily for 
deplorable deeds while 
the environment strikes 
back at us for how we 
have attacked it; we shot 
first, and nature is taking 
revenge. Will our way 

of life last? We’ve got a 
bad feeling about this.

And yet. And yet.
And yet our new hope 

lies in the young. If we 
are to rise above our 
world’s woes, inherited 
and original, then we 
will need the next 
generation’s leadership. 
And that’s what makes 
our job one of the most 
important in the galaxy. 
We awaken kids’ abilities 
to listen and to say aloud 
what they think. So even 
though it sounds like 
we’re the yoga instructor 
and they’re the kids in 
this comparison, that’s 
not the best metaphor.

In speech and debate, 
we’re not just teachers. 
We’re freakin’ Jedi.

The parallels are many. 
The Jedi realize the 
connections between 
beings, that they are 

ongoing and always, and 
they label that link the 
Force. Speech teachers 
recognize the never-
ending sender/receiver 
loop of messages and 
feedback always flowing 
between people.

Our job, like 
Master Yoda and Ben 
Kenobi before us, is to 
help others use that 
connection. When 
Luke Skywalker did, 
he found the ability 
to destroy the Death 
Star by instinct alone. 
When speakers find 
this inner light, they 
learn to clearly call for 
political change, to 
demand equality, or 
even to simply entertain 
us through drama and 
humor. With this light 
to guide them, they 
find their voices—and 
then they use them.

OPPORTUNITY AND 
RESPONSIBILITY

Communications 
teachers get an 
opportunity most 
educators don’t because 
we get to know the kids 
as individual voices, and 
they learn much from 
how we respond to them 
and how we model for 
them. In public speeches, 
the students themselves 
are the primary 
instruments, and they 
are their own lyricists 
and playwrights. We 
are their audiences and 
their editors and stage 
directors. We recognize 
the light in each other 
as we train together.

We adults in speech 
and debate have another 
special responsibility. 
We have to create an 
environment where 
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the Teacher in a Box: Introduction to Public Speaking materials, available to NSDA members!
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students feel emotionally 
safe, for self-expression 
requires the bravery of 
vulnerability. We have 
to bodyguard whoever 
is speaking, and the 
kids have to learn to 
behave and listen. And 
then they have to learn 
to really listen as they 
give each other ethical 
feedback, learning from 
us how to critique 
and simultaneously 
empower. This alliance 
is a true force.

For the last several 
years that I taught, my 
young Padewans were 
there not by choice. 
Our school requires 
a half-credit speech 
course, and kids nearly 
always take it first year. 
For many years before 
this requirement began, 
I taught an elective 
speech course with 
nearly always agreeable 
learners who genuinely 
wanted to improve 
their speaking or their 
team performances, or 
their parents wanted 
that for them and 
signed them up.

When each kid in the 
building started coming 
through my door, I 
learned more about my 
own teaching than I had 
in the 20 years prior. 
I learned what really 
mattered in my speech 
course and what killed 

of 85 lessons (with ideas 
for 85 more using other 
NSDA Teacher in a Box 
sets plus online resources 
like the American Film 
Institute’s Door Project). It’s 
a collection of resources 
any teacher could directly 
cull from as needed, 
much like most of us do 
with textbooks and their 
accompanying materials. It 
focuses on communication 
apprehension and building 
confidence through small 
successes in class for 
the first half with longer 
speeches and a study 
of The Great Debaters 
in the second half.

As my course was 
part of my school’s 
overall Language Arts 
curriculum, it also lays the 
groundwork for research 
documentation. It’s hardly 
the only way to teach 
Speech 1 class, nor does 
it include everything. 
But if you’re green or if 
you just don’t feel like 
cooking when lesson 

plans are due and want 
to drive through instead, 
I hope it will be of use.

FIGHTING THE 
GOOD FIGHT

And so here we are, 
we speech and debate 
teachers, fighting the good 
fight in the 21st century. 
Finding the light side of 
the Force within each of 
our students and ourselves 
is the best way I know to 
describe training students 
in research and rhetoric, 
language and listening, 
advocacy and organization, 
revision and rehearsal. 
May the Communication 
Cycle be with us.

And to my fellow Jedi, 
I say this: Namaste. 

Steve Meadows is a five-
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of the NSDA Hall of Fame.

“In speech and debate, 
we’re not just teachers. 

We’re freakin’ Jedi.”

Learn more about the 
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www.speechanddebate.org/
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time. I learned how to help 
the grumblingly agreeable 
as well as the willing 
recognize their ability to 
communicate, the light 
within, and by doing so 
saw more of my own.

TEACHER IN A BOX: 
INTRODUCTION TO 
PUBLIC SPEAKING

You wouldn’t 
be reading 
this article in 
this speech and debate 
magazine if some part of 
oral communications didn’t 
matter to you. But maybe 
you’re an extracurricular 
coach facing the need to 
add instruction outside 
of competition events. 
It’s not uncommon for 
an administrator to tell 
an unripe English teacher 
to pick up a speech 
class, maybe as part of 
getting hired, for in many 
states, Language Arts 
Certification covers all the 
language arts, certifying 
teachers in divisions 
of the subject they’ve 
never studied in-depth. 

The Teacher in a Box 
materials I recently put 
together for the NSDA, 
Introduction to Teaching 
Public Speaking, are 
an adaptation of my 
semester-long Speech 
1 course written with 
such a teacher in mind. 
I hope it’s a useful set 
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