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EXTEMPORANEOUS INTRODUCTIONS:

ART AND SKILL VERSES

My mother's sighs were the only punishment that
ever stayed with me. If | weremean she'd smack my rear, if
| was mouthy she'd yell at me. But if | came up with a
stupid idea or was areal disappointment to her all she'd
dowould betolook at meand let out along sigh. If | were
lucky she'd then try to explain to me how and why | was
wrong. | dreaded hearing one of her sighs.

In the February Rostrum Brian Householder had an
articleentitled " Canned Attention Getting Devices'. When
| read it | sighed. | sighed agood long time.

Greatness for an extempora-
neous speaker lies in the

critics’ reaction.

Mr. Householder's article is an attack on the use of
prewritten, "canned:, introductions. | believe that almost
every premise it offers and most of the conclusions it
reaches are dangerously wrong. They are dangerous for
the competitor and they are more dangerous for the judge
or coach who buys into them.

Thereare somethingshewritesthat wecan al agree
on. He tells us "getting a speech off to a successful start
iscrucial...". Mr. Householder is unquestionably correct.
He notes "a strong attention getting device creates a
theme that functions as a linking mechanism through the
speech”. | agree. And towards the end of his article he
observes that good introductions must come across with
strong energy. He says that if you are using somebody
else's writings or thoughts, and you know who the origi-
nal author was, you should cite them as a source. These
are all good coaching truths.

The essence of our disagreement is found in the
very last sentence of his article: "fresh introductions are
always better than canned." Even now | cringe as | view
that sentence. Decades of sitting in extemp rounds and
listening to boring, trite, poorly worded, artless, unskilled,
shallow introductionsflood into my mind. Togivehimhis
duel am surethat Mr. Householder'sintent isto argue for
high quality, fresh and "uncanned" introductions. But
bringing those factors consistently together is both un-
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likely and undesirable; it is bad teaching and bad coach-
ing.
1. Ignoring TheBig Picture?

Mr. Householder's article ignores or chooses not
to discussthe bigger picture, atotal view of the event we
call extemporaneous speaking. But understanding the
whole event is crucial to understanding the reason to
have prewritten introductions.

There are at least two purposes to participate in
extemp: to learn and to compete suc-
cessfully. The amount of learning re-
quired to successfully compete, to
consistently win, is staggering. For
the serious student scholar it is far
more than any other speech or debate
event. Eight essential skillstakeyears
of work to master.

First, and hardest, is basic
knowledge. To learn the intellectual
framework essential for good topic
analysis the student must learn eco-
nomic theory, economic statistical
analysis, basic palitical science, inter-
national relationstheory, criminology,
know theworking fundamental s of en-
vironmental science, socia welfaretheory, sociology, and
be comfortable discussing objective educational psy-
chology.

To besure of adequately presenting the best sample
of important topic facts she must gather, highlight, and
useagood quick informationretrieval system that sources
and dates the important statistics, key groups, key
people, causes of the conflict, motives of the key play-
ers, the criteria for the best action, the best possible so-
Iutions, the vocabulary and humor specific to each prob-
ably topic. In sdlecting these materia sthe extemper should
learn how to distinguish the quality and reliability of the
source; Which to use and which to ignore -- Time verses
a Brookings Institution Report, Newsweek or a CATO
Analysis, the analytically intriguing but ideologically
biased Nation or the sometimes boring objectivity of the
OECD.

A good coach will help the student learn organiza-
tion options and which organization fits which type of
topic question. Both the student learn organization op-
tions and which organization fits which type of topic
question. Both the student and coach will struggle to
learn the best mix of content and entertainment, the an-
swer to the tough question "how do | get an impressive
depth of content across to the judge without boring him
or her to death?'



The extemper must identify and then learn the best rules of
time allocation. Time during each week, time division in the 30
minutes of prep, and time assignment during the actual speech are
all critical. Heor she must devel op amethod to write and remember
introductions, and the good hahits essential to successful conclu-
sions.

And s’/he must take the months of patience and practice it
requiresto learn how to be consistently fluent and interesting with
only 30 minutesto write and memorize a 7-minute speech that an-
swers a controversial question about contemporary events.

In the huge time alocation required to master all of these
factors atool that increases quality and reduces the in-round time
extracted is important and valuable. A tool that reduces the drain
fromthethirty minutesallowed for preparationisdoubly valuable.
A tool that gives you the time to contemplate options, strengthen
verbal images, improve working, tell a better, pertinent, and yet
shorter story or jokeis priceless. Prewritten introductions are such
atool. And they have the added benefit of inviting coach interac-
tion and feedback, a touch of Socratic method, and option com-
parisons.

2.What MakesaGood I ntroduction?

Mr. Householder's article never buildsalist or setsthe crite-
ria for a "good" introduction. But he does share with us some
insight about it. He writes: "What constitutes a strong attention
step? There are many attention getting devices that have been
employed by good speakers: jokes, rhetorical questions, personal
stories, literary illusions, fables, startling statistics, historic quotes,
recaps of historical events, plot discussions of movie and televi-
sion programs, descriptions of political cartoons, and others. The
basic premise operating in the attention getter isthat these devices
areexciting, ableto draw the criticinto the speech with their natural
drama by activating the critic's curious interests via the critic's
ability to identify with an underlying theme."

If we can summarize hiswriting Mr. Householder believesa
good introduction gets attention. | agree and would add three
other requirements for a good introduction. (1) It is short so that
ampletimeisleft for the analysisand facts necessary to answer the
topic question. (2) It gets atheme pertinent to the topic question.
(3) It setsthe speaker apart from hisor her competitorsin apositive
manner.

3. Where We Disagree.

Like most good extemp speeches I've divided my analysis
into three facets: straw men, ethics, and inconsistencies.

Straw Men. First the author attempts to argue that a choice
between "fresh”" and prewritten introductions must be made when,
infact, no choiceis necessary. Mr. Househol ders prewritten intro-
duction must be made when, in fact, no choice is necessary. Mr.
Householders says "canning" presents logistical problems. "A
judge (may) see a competitor use the same attention step in a
preliminary round and in the final round". Members of the same
squad may use the same introduction. Competitors at a summer
institute might come home with the same introductions.

None of these indict prewritten introductions. They do in-
dict students and coaches who share without rewriting, they indict
students not willing to do their own work and only copy others.
But even then | will not condemn all forms of copying; copying

good ideas, or a Shakespearian turn of a phrase, or using the in-
sight of a great idea to form your introduction are al forms of
copying | endorse. Almost all of learning is copyingin oneform or
another. Originality comes in adding our own flavor to the mix or
adding anew component or new insight, but most of the mix comes
from someone else-- from those who have come before us. Try to
writeavalid mathematical equation or achemical formulawithout
using the knowledge passed down to us, its amost impossible.
Consistently writing atruly good introduction in the 2 or 3 minutes
(at most) you can devote to it in the thirty minute prep period is
impossible.

Should students and institutes and coaches share introduc-
tion ideas? Of course. Will good students and or their coaches
rework and try to improve introduction ideas, and write many of
their own? Of course. Both are forms of learning. To indict those
too lazy to rework and rewrite does not condemn prewritten intro-
ductions, it just reminds us all to move beyond mere copying or
suffer the consequences.

Brian then writes that "Critics often complain about intro-
ductions and whole speeches that fail to really address the topic.
Often thisisnothing more that theimpact of canning introductions
gone too far." There are three claims here, much like a syllogism
with a false conclusion. (1) Do critics complain about introduc-
tionsthat fail to address the topic? Yes. | do, you do; you can't sit
through one extemp round without observing this flaw. And even
introductions that address the topic are often boring, uninspired,
or eveninsipid. (2) Do critics complain about whole speeches that
fail to really address the topic? Yes, absolutely. | applaud when |
see judges pay attention to this factor, | wish they al would. "Did
the speaker directly answer the topic question™ should be very
high on any judge's ranking factors. (3) Are 1 and 2 "the impact of
canning introductions gone too far"? Whoops, how did we get to
that conclusion?

Does thinking up an introduction during the 30 minutes of
preparation guarantee that the speaker will answer the topic ques-
tion? Of course not. Does having a prewritten introduction mean
your speech will be"ontopic" and have superb analysis? Of course
not. Speechesthat avoid answering the topic question and or which
rely on irrelevant content are not determined by which introduc-
tionisused. Such speeches are usualy either the result of inexpe-
rience or inadeguate preparation. Prewritten introductions do not
causeinexperience. Prewritten introductions|eave more prep room
timefor on-topic preparation.

Mr. Householder aso editorializes that "Speakers tend to
over estimate audienceintelligence by picking material that isover
their critics head and/or not something the judge can relateto on a
personal or interpersonal level." Such amistake, if it isamistake,
can occur with both prewritten and "fresh” (i.e. written during
thirty minute prep time) introductions. Overestimating judgeintel-
ligence is not an inherent component of prewritten introductions.
Since speakers do not know who their judges will be before the
speech isdone any extemper istrying to find or write the introduc-
tion most likely to succeed with the most probably judge-types.

And | question the advice to talk down to your judge or to
assume that he or she is not intelligent. The dumbing down of
Americaisaseriousenough problem for our entire soci ety without
the speech community doing its bit to exacerbate it. Otherwise
good teachers and coaches advising strategies that teach their
students to speak for the lowest common denominator is a tactic
that will bore your intelligent judges. It also fails to reward the



creativity and insight of our own intelligent competitors.

Ethics. The author is quite stringent in his condemnation of
prewritten introductions. At one point he writes, "The presenta-
tion of canned material constitutes fraud and is antithetical to the
natural intent and definition of extemporaneous speaking." Two
sentences later he claims, "canning is plagiarism”. Strong indict-
mentsindeed, if true.

Fraud says my American Heritage Dictionary is "a deliber-
ate deception for unfair gain”. If my student writes and memorizes
an Afghanistan introduction two weeks before a tournament and
then uses it one round at the tournament that is not unfair, it is
good scholarship (and good preparation) if it fitsthetopic he drew.
To say you cannot use things you've learned prior to the thirty
minutes of preparation time is not the intent of the thirty-minute
rule. You learned to read before prep time, you're allowed to use
that skill in prep time. Most extempers have cut and highlighted
articles before they go to the tournament; they're allowed to re-
member material from those articles even if they do not need to
consult them in the 30-minute preparation period. Mr. Househol der
himself recommends using story lines from television shows and
movies for introductions, clearly those are seen and remembered
fromtimesbefore the thirty minutes of preparation. The purpose of
the preparation rule is to eliminate coach consultation, outline,
practice topic specific content, and create an equal playing fieldin
topic-specific decisions. It is not the purpose of the thirty minutes
preparation rule to outlaw reading and thinking about possible
topics, itisnot itsintent to stop students from learning economics,
statistics, and leaders names; it is not itsintent to prohibit learning
possible jokes and truths than will fit some topics, and it is not its
intent to ban learning possible introductions.

But the author also says prewritten introductions are "anti-
thetical to the natural intent" of extemporaneous speaking. Anti-
thetical meansthe exact opposite of. | am not sure that extemp has
a"natural intent". If it does the intent is to separate it from im-
promptu, i.e. to alow and perhaps even encourage preparation. If
Mr. Househol der really meansto writethat learning things, whether
they be introductions or statistics or educational frames of analy-
sisor how to organize a speech, before the thirty minutes of legal
preparation starts is not the intent of extemp then coaching and
teaching of any kind isimmoral. Indeed the only ethical extemper
would be s’he who isilliterate and uneducated.

How about his chargethat "canning is plagiarism"? Well it's
a patently false charge so long as the student wrote the original
introduction himself. Prewritten introductions are not inherently
plagiarized. | assume Brian knows that and his intent was to say
that some prewritten introductions are from authors or camps or
coaches and should be acknowledged as such. Well many
prewritten introductions do acknowledge it, they cite the publica-
tion or author or famous person who said the original statement--
sometimes even noting the date and or issue number. Those intro-
ductions are not plagiarized. They are honest and ethical begin-
nings to a speech.

What isleft are introductions written by a coach or by other
students, usually at a summer camp or as part of squad work. If a
student who did not contribute to that introduction takes it and
usesit without attributionit isplagiarism, plainand simple. And as
a writer whose work is often plagiarized | would be delighted to
learn of away to stop this practicein any form.

But very often thetruth isthat it isashared creation meant to
be shared in usage. Let me offer afirsthand example. Almost ten

years ago an extemp student at my wife's high school brought ina
clipping about Gavrillo Principe, the man who some say started
World War I. She thought it might make a good Baosnia introduc-
tion. | told her to write a draft up. She did that, then when it was
presented in our group every student there liked it but nobody
thought it was ready to use. Everybody typed up their own ver-
sion and then pieced them together. When my students finished
their draft | added four words at the end of one sentence. They all
used the intro at some point that year. Should they have started it
attributing it to Jennifer, who brought in the original clipping? To
Jennifer and mysalf? Or since they all contributed to the final text
were they justified in using it however they chose to? | suppose
thereisadefense for any of those positions but | also believe that
to label any student who had a hand in writing an introduction a
plagiarist is inaccurate. And the effect of such labeling isto dis-
courage sharing ideas and trying out new things with other stu-
dents and teachers.

To discourage sharing and learning from each other is the
true antithetical position. The best of speech and education and
coaching is the enjoyment from sharing and helping others learn.
Why do we all buy video tapes of final rounds? To learn from the
best. Why do debaters run federalism and business confidence
disadvantages without judges punishing them for not giving attri-
bution to whichever school first ran the idea? Should we make
interpers note in their introductions who helped on rewriting an
oratory paragraph that just isn't working for you? | am sure there
areplagiaristsinall our fields, just asthere arein academic writing.
But as educators we need to separate coaching from irresponsible
charges of plagiarism. An extemper who prepares one or forty in-
troductions in advance, and is a participant in or writes each one
himself, is not only ethical but isto be commended for his efforts
and attempts to improve.

Inconsistencies. It is possible that Mr. Householder realizes
that there are some problems with his position. At one point, for
example, he writes that "Oftentimes students who ‘can’ are highly
successful" but four paragraphs|ater saysthosewho use prewritten
introductions are "penalized for being bored, boring, and indistin-
guishablefrom the previous speaker". Thetruthisthat most people
who win both high school and college nationals use prewritten
introductions most rounds. Mediocre students use them tool. The
difference is not in who uses canned introductions verses who
does not, the test iswhose introduction is most constructively and
topic-pertinently attention getting.

His solution to "canned" or prewritten introductions is an
example of the dilemma his position creates. He urges us to edu-
cate "coaches and competitors that canning is not proper". To
replace these prewritten introductions he suggests two options.
First, that speakers pick "odd local news events, cover storiesin
popular magazines' and story lines from television shows. But
aren't these written too? Why is it okay to taken an introduction
from alocal newspaper or popular magazines but not the sources
the author indicts?

The second option Brian offers is to "freshen change or
twist an old introduction:. | agreethat's agreat way to keep energy
inyour introductions, and it sometimes hel ps make them appear to
be topic specific. But isn't he till advocating the use of "canned”
introductions just so long as you change some of the words?

(Bennett continued to page 88)



4, TheBest Introductions.

The best introductions always reflect a quest for greatness.
Some reflect the great thinkers (Shakespeare, Newton, Tsai Lun,
Aristotle, or even aPaul Kennedy). Somereflect great ideas, others
great stories. Some of the best introductions are anecdotes, occa
sionally a simple joke. But greatness is not determined by when
they werewritten. Greatnessfor an extemporaneous speaker liesin
the critics reaction.

Should we allow "canned" or prewritten introductions? Yes,
absolutely. Education isnot atime-limited function. Learning doesn't
suddenly begin thirty minutes before you are scheduled to speak.
So long as the student played an important role in writing the
introduction | applaud whatever she does to write it, learn it, and
make it better. Greatness does not stem from athirty minute prepa-
ration period, it stems from months or years of learning and prac-
tice and willingness to keep at an incredibly grueling event.

So let studentswrite their introductions. Then do your coach-
ing duty and critiquethem, have them rewrite, and rewriteyet again.
Have them use their ballots and talk to their judges to make their
introductions even better.

And when you judge reject the idea that you should sniff
out and punish those whose introductions are prewritten. |nstead
sniff out and reward those whose introductions tie well to their
topic. Give good feedback to those whose introductions are so
well written that they serve as little bits of joy in those rounds
where most speakers begin their speeches with fluff or the thin
results of a hurried search...because they only had thirty minutes
to prepare everything. Andtry to stifleyour sighsasyou sit through
the rest of the speeches.

(William H. Bennett has coached four national champions in
extempor aneous speaking. Heis chairperson of the CDE National
Institute, which has produced fourteen high school and four col-
lege national champions in extemporaneous speaking in the last
two decades. He can bereached via email at bennett@laplaza.org.)



