
 Fine Print: Rob, thanks for your article outlining your new rhetorical approach … I’m sure 
readers were delighted to learn a bit about what you’ve been up to in the Top End.

1. I imagine that working in the Northern Territory with Indigenous learners is hugely 
different from working in Victoria with non-indigenous learners? 

Could you tell us about your experience of this difference? 
I am sorry but it would take a massive tome to even begin to describe about my experience of 
the similarities and differences. That is, of course, if I could even find the words to articulate 
this experience. 

All I can say here is: The experience of working in the NT with Indigenous learners has had a 
profound impact on me. I feel both deeply ‘at home’ up here; but also ‘deeply alien’. This 
double-consciousness is unnerving but addictive. 

On the other hand, there is a strong continuity for me. I feel I am pursuing the same 
educational work as in Footscray with the Language Development Centre team. I am still 
trying to be faithful to the values of ‘second chance education’ and its commitment to social 
justice; I am still working pedagogically in the medium of language as a powerful media of 
educative meaning-making. However, I have learnt to value difference more deeply—
especially differences of language and culture. I have also given up on ‘literacy’ as a 
fundamental concept. It seems irretrievably ingrained with the simplistic values and 
judgments of modernity. So, I have moved more towards speech and performance. If I could 
have my life again, I would study drama and performance!

I should say: there were people around me in ALBE in the late 80s-early 90s trying to teach 
me both these lessons. But I’m a slow learner, I’m afraid. 

2. You’re not thrilled about the state of play with regard to the current language and 
literacy frameworks – do you or your colleagues still work with either the CGEA or the NRS? Is 
there a way to use these competency-based frameworks without “radically damaging” the 
teaching and learning process?
No! I don’t work with them. Others do. Personally I find that my own curriculum construction 
processes are very intuitive and subjective. And I am too old to try to fit them into a protean 
grid devised in order to generate transparent assessment processes rather than guide deep 
teaching/learning experiences. As you may know, I was involved (in the background) helping 
to generate many of the categories underpinning both the CGEA and the NRS, but more and 
more I felt that what I was putting up as ‘tools for educators to think with’ about the teaching/
learning process were being twisted into ‘tools for disciplining practice and sidelining 
reflective thinking’. 

In my recent PhD I devoted a chapter to Kant’s formulation of the difference between 
determinative judgements and reflective judgements (in his Critique of Judgment). He argues 
that whereas determinant judgements are based on knowledge and use universal criteria, 
conditions and thresholds (eg ‘levels’, performance criteria, etc), reflective judgements are 
quite different. Reflective judgements have to rely on a ‘feel for things’; they is intuitive, based 
on experience, hard to put into words or teach, and relies on a deep experience that is attuned 
to notice subtle analogies, similarities and resemblances. I believe that a true profession relies 
primarily on this sort of reflective judgments and their appraisals, not determinant 
judgements. Unfortunately, I am not convinced that the policy makers of the 90s ever 
seriously envisaged ALBE as a professional field for the exercise, exploration and tactful 
transmission of the mostly tacit reflective judgements and appraisals at work in ‘second 
chance’ pedagogy.

3. I know you’ve been interested in rhetoric for a number of years - when and how did you 
first develop your interest?



It’s strange really! I was trained in philosophy which is the mortal enemy of rhetoric. Western 
culture could almost be written as an unending struggle between philosophy as a practice 
dedicated to the purity of a single universal truth, and rhetoric as a practice dedicated to the 
messy unity of a local community called into oneness by the passion, emotion and local 
arguments of public speech. 

Of course, like others of my generation—the 60s generation—I was deeply infected with a 
sense of politics as participatory action and was indelibly marked by the experience of ‘people 
power’ created in street marches and demonstrations. Unlike many others of my generation, I 
was less interested to the ‘long march through the institutions’, a political process epitomised 
by the union movement and public policy process focused on the formulation of legislation, 
regulations and the institutionalisation of procedures.

So, in this deep sense I was always more committed, without realizing it, to the rhetoric of 
action and speech over against the power of the written text as law and regulation.

Two things gelled this unconscious sympathy into a serious and conscious inquiry into the 
historic tradition of rhetorical theory and pedagogy. One, working with Indigenous students, I 
wanted to be able to find a pedagogical framing that was ‘both ways’ in its valuing of English 
and western culture and Indigenous languages, cultures, experiences and lives. I found this in 
a performatively oriented study and enactment of a stylised public speaking in which students 
are able to give voice, give witness to their hopes and fears, their pains and joys to and for 
each other and enabled to ‘call’ one another to take up the work of the future together. 
Moreover, many Indigenous students have very poor English literacy skills––often they did 
not survive primary schooling and (in the NT) were denied secondary schooling. By focusing 
on speech and the speech community, rhetoric provides a more tangible and meaningful 
context for learning the deliberate and formal grammars, lexis and discourses of the 
institutions of power/knowledge and governance,  language features usually learnt through 
written text. Thus we reverse the ordering. Instead of speaking in order to write, our students 
read and write in order to craft a speech. In this way they learn to read and write better 
without being subjected to the usual humiliations and alienation of ‘written English literacy’. 

Secondly, I wrote a PhD in which I traced forms of practical education back to Aristotle and 
the Sophist’s initial practice and theorisation of a domain of public democratic praxis. What I 
discovered was that the study and practice of rhetoric was integral to this experience and to 
the pedagogic formation of persons as participatory citizens of this public sphere. This 
discovery was both a surprise and pleasurable re-cognition because it reinforced my 
longstanding (ABE) commitment to language education as a powerful educative ‘space’ for 
working with ‘second-chance students’.

4. Does the rhetorical focus on “cultivating responsive and responsible speech that 
addresses the specific matters at issue in debatable and contested situations” mean that your 
attention is mainly on the argumentative and persuasive texts emerging from issues-based 
situations? If so, how do you manage to keep the group dynamics friendly, while the focus is on 
argument?
No! I don’t focus on the argumentative at all. In fact, the two courses we have constructed so 
far (in what will eventually be a 3-4 year sequence) do not involve any arguing at all. 
Unfortunately, because rhetoric is no longer widely known, most language teachers identify 
rhetoric with argument. But, historically there were three kinds of rhetoric: forensic rhetoric, 
which is courtroom argument; deliberative rhetoric, which is persuasive speech aimed at 
bringing everyone together in the same understanding of what to do; and epideictic rhetoric, 
which is the ceremonial discourse used at funerals and other public events to praise the 
people, gods or things valued by the assembled community. 

In these two courses we have framed the rhetorical occasion forming the motivation for 
students’ public speeches as epideictic. Thus they affirm and praise the values, aspects, and 
persons that give meaning to their life-worlds and affirm them as values to be remembered, 
renewed, enacted and projected into the future for coming generations of Indigenous peoples. 



Each student prepares a speech of praise on a ‘public value’ of their own choosing. So, we don’t 
get into argument at all.

However, when we eventually move on to develop the next set of units in this course, we will 
be exploring forensic rhetoric and so will have to ‘get into’ argument. I have the same 
questions about this as you: on the one hand, I know that the defining motif of traditional 
European rhetoric is that ‘there are always two sides and that both sides should get their say 
against each other’, whereas nowadays, on the other, we want to evade conflict and 
disagreement. Hopefully I might have something to say on this in a few years time.

5. Your program retains the “relevance and engagement” of whole language education, 
the Freirian concern for social action and the explicit focus of the genre approach. When 
examining a text, would you use a similar method as the genre approach – namely examining 
and analysing a textual model for its explicit features, and is there a difference?
There are two main differences between the genre approach and a rhetorical approach. 

One is that the rhetorical approach has a much stronger sense of performance, risk and 
utterance. Genre can degenerate into a fairly mindless enactment of ‘text-types’ with very 
little sense that these text-types come to life in a real social situation, as it were, in a situation 
of ‘speech’ between players—even though the medium of communication may be writing. 
Rhetoric puts meaning-making and text-making back in its interactive, social, speechy 
context.

The other difference is that the kinds of textual features picked out for study, analysis and 
imitation by rhetoric are much more powerful and ring strongly in the ear. This is because 
most of them are deviations from the norms of both casual conversation and modern prose. 
Rhetorical figures (rhetorical text patterns) are, if you like, deliberate exaggerations of  
language ‘for impact’. Rhetoric gains its power by deviating from ‘the proper way’. Students 
love it. They also hear and see it all around them in the media, adverts, in politician’s sound-
bites and so on. Our students can recognise an ‘anaphoric isocolon’ a mile off! They can use 
them fluently, no matter how well they speak English!

6. In practice, how exactly do you prevent rhetoric from degenerating into a 
“decontextualised rote training in timeless generic formats and standard formulas”, as you say 
the genre approach often does?
It would take too long to say! Maybe what I have already said can give you some sense of the 
energy of these workshops. We have 100+ students from all over Australia thrust together, 
working in teams, for a fortnight. Each day they learn a new rhetorical figure and perform it 
for other students. By the final day students are comfortable standing up and speaking with a 
microphone before a large audience. On the final day of the workshop there is a march around 
the campus where students display all the artwork, songs and dances they have created to 
‘praise’ their public values, and then they each give their speech before a large audience. I’m 
sorry but, in line with what I was saying about Kant’s concept of reflective judgment, it is very 
hard to describe easily all the judgments that have gone into creating this pedagogic event. It 
took about 750 pages to describe the Return to Study course that Geri Pancini and I ran at 
Footscray TAFE; this one would take even more! 

7. Does rhetoric sit comfortably within a systemic-functional approach to linguistics? If 
not, what linguistic frameworks underpin your methods?
Halliday has always described himself as inheriting the tradition of rhetoric, rather than the 
tradition of philosophy or logic or grammar. So, in terms of the three traditional ‘arts of 
language’—dialectic, poetic and rhetoric, Halliday sees himself as inheriting the rhetorical. 
That is true, I think. And I still find it inspiring to read Halliday himself. However, once his 
ideas are mediated through to the curriculum text, the ideas of SFL have usually lost the 
freshness and subtlty that Halliday imbues them with, and they have been transmuted into 
the determinant concepts of ‘applied linguistics’. Also, as I pointed out earlier, rhetoric picks 
out more interesting and powerful text features than modern linguistics generally. This is 



because rhetoric is concentrating on what gives something that extra ‘umph’, whereas 
linguistics has to account for everything … and can get bogged down.

So, I must admit I spend more time reading Quintilian, Hermogenes and Cicero these days 
and trying to figure out how what they have to say about language can be put to use today. I 
even use their technical terms with students. So, we study ‘isocolons’, ‘antithesis’, ‘epistrophe’, 
‘anaphora’ and such like. 

8. Again, looking at the practical side of things, do students make presentations and 
speeches in class, to practise their persuasive skills? How do you manage processes such as 
groupwork and feedback, either from peers or the educator?
Students work in teams, using a carefully written workbook. They study, practice and perform 
‘a figure a day’. At the end of each day all 100 or so assemble and each team performs its best 
‘figures’ for the rest of the class. They are wondefully witty, humorous, serious and 
sentimental—the whole gamut! At the end of the two weeks, to their amazement, when all the 
rhetorical figures are added together they constitute a holistic speech, a speech that they feel 
they can stand strongly behind and utter with conviction and power. It is very emotional! 
Teams are responsible for the success of all their members. They manage themselves as a 
team, assisted by some low-keyed support from Indigenous tutors. 

9. For someone with no knowledge of Indigenous languages, could you touch on the topic 
of “Indigenous rhetorics”, and how they might differ from European ones?
I don’t know. Of course there may be a great variety among indigenous rhetorics. Samoan or 
Maori rhetoric may be quite different from Australian Indigenous rhetorics. Indigenous people 
who have absorbed Christian rhetorics may be different from peoples who have resisted the 
missions or experienced more benign missionaries. And so on.

In a way, I feel this is none of my business. I feel that my job is to study my own rhetorical 
culture and bring it into the common ground where it meets other rhetorics. 

Perhaps I could just say this: My sense is that Australian Indigenous peoples have always 
valued difference. They have never attempted to conquer or enslave one another in the way 
other cultures do. So, I imagine their rhetorics will somehow embody this respect for the 
difference of ‘the other’. Probably it will be more a matter of negotiation and mediation, not 
just argumentation and efforts to coerce through proof. I would love to know, but I don’t think 
it is my place to do the finding out.

10. Finally, who was responsible for the “Progymnasmata”?
The Progymnasmata is the ancient equivalent of ‘genre pedagogy’. It was the sequence of 
genres taught leading up to being able to speak in public. I don’t think it was actually 
invented by any one single person. Certainly, by Quintilian’s time (c.35-c.95 AD), it had been 
formulated and used as a curriculum structure for (what we would nowadays call secondary 
school) for a couple of centuries. It continued through the Byzantium Empire (where the most 
detailed descriptions are found) and continued through the Renaissance and right up to the 
Eighteenth Century. 

I think it would be fair to say that there are three main curriculum regions in ancient rhetoric: 
the progymnasmata which is a scaffolded process for leading students into the full genres of 
rhetoric through a set of smaller and simpler building blocks (mini-genres); status theory 
which is the study of how to argue; and figures which is the study of how to use rhetorical 
figures to increase the impact of your discourse.

So far I have not really looked at the first two, progymnasmata and status theory; I have only 
dipped lightly into the last region, rhetorical figures. 

Over the next couple of years I am hoping to get into status theory as an different approach to 
argument, one that does not fall back on the boring old traditions of ‘critical thinking’ and 
‘clear thinking’ which come from the philosophy camp.



I am also keen to think through what a modern progymnasmata might be for ‘second chance’ 
students, especially for Indigenous adults and young adults.

Thanks again Rob McCormack – we look forward to learning more about the program – and the 
research you’re planning.
Pleasure!


