
                                                                                                                                
 

Grammarian 

   

The Short and Simple Way to be an Effective Grammarian  
 
Read this summary if you do not want to read the whole of this document 
 

1. Create Word of the Day. Report on the use of Word of the Day, naming the people especially 
they used it cleverly 

2. Comment on what stood out for you as descriptive word pictures and what appealed to your 
ear as rhetoric. For this look for Colour, Clarity and Character in language. 

3. Why it worked 
 
You are evaluating language not people. You do not comment on everything and everyone as that 
will see you overrunning time. Your aim is to provide a few examples of word usage that made a 
difference between speaking being dull and being lively. Words that make an emotional impact are 
very important.  Be brutal with your notes, pick out and highlight the best of the best. 
 

 

Congratulations on choosing to be the Grammarian. It is one of the most challenging roles to do in a 

toastmaster meeting but also deeply rewarding.  

The origins of the Grammarian lie back in the Ancient Greek and the Roman Empires where the 

Grammarian was the equivalent of what would be called today a private tutor with a focus on 

teaching language. 

This role is an evaluation one. It has two main purposes in the meeting:  

1. To introduce the word of the day that people are encouraged to use  

2. To comment on the use of language throughout the meeting. 

It is also a role that seems almost tangential to the speaking that goes on in a meeting. Part of the 

reason for apparent lack of connect is to understand that the Grammarian role really has two deeper 

purposes to it that are actually core to giving good feedback as evaluators.  

They are active listening and critical thinking.  There is no role better suited to developing effective 

communication skills. 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammarian_(Greco-Roman_world)


                                                                                                                                
 

 

The Grammarian in Detail 

The Mechanics of the Role 

• Select a Word of the Day 

• Let the Toastmaster know what your word is so it can be put on the agenda 

• Print Word of the Day for pinning on the wall  

• When you arrive introduce yourself to the toastmaster of the evening.  

• Introduce your role to the club, the importance of language and your Word of the Day 

• Give a short and specific report (feedback) on the language used by participants including 

use of Word of the Day (and it variants). 

 

Good Practice 

Avoiding deflating speakers is a primary goal of a Grammarian. It is all about encouragement to use 

language effectively. 

The role requires a lot of concentration as you have to listen very carefully to the speakers’ word 

usage and take notes at the same time. Make sure you have paper and a pen ready.  

Word of the Day   

The purpose of Word of the Day is to encourage people to be adaptable when speaking, to be 

confident enough to deviate slightly from what they want to say. Encouraging mental flexibility is a 

good skill to have and it contributes to developing better impromptu talks. It also introduces new 

words to people to enliven their language which is helpful to people who have English as their 

second language by encouraging vocabulary development. 

There is no surety that the word you will pick will be used but you can increase the likelihood of it 

being used by simply having it displayed when people arrive. This gives people enough time to see it 

and think about its meaning. If the first time it is seen is when the Grammarian role is introduced, 

the chances of it being used often will decrease sharply. This a good reason to arrive early.  

It is best to print the Word of the Day. You will need about 5 copies to put up on the wall to give 

sufficient coverage.  To give maximum visibility the word needs to be printed at 120 point font 

preferably in red and bolded. Underneath the main word, it is useful to put the type of word, a short 

definition plus an example of how the word can be used. 

 

 



                                                                                                                                
 

You will do yourself no favours by choosing a word that is obscure or excessively difficult to 

pronounce. There are 6 basic types of word in English: 

• Nouns - naming words for things and people 

• Verbs – action or doing words 

• Adjectives – descriptions for nouns 

• Adverbs - descriptions for verbs 

• Pronouns – possessive words such as his, her, I, them, their. They are used to avoid using a 

noun and to personalise 

• Grammar – these are the “glue” words that are used create sentences. These are 

Determiners (also known as articles that put nouns in context i.e.  If something is specific or 

general and/or its distance:  the, a, this, that); Conjunctions (link words together and are 

also known connectives:  and, but, or, if); Prepositions (describe something is in relation to 

something else: with, at, to, for, inside, outside)  

Choice of word is best guided by flexibility.  Pronoun and Grammar words are not good as Words of 

the Day for the obvious reason they are used continually.  Both Nouns and Verbs tend to be too 

context specific to be used flexibly. The best words to use are descriptive and that means Adjectives 

and Adverbs. Adjectives are by far the easiest Words of the Day for speakers to introduce in their 

talks. 

Clever use of the Word of the Day is something that the Grammarian needs to comment on as it 

shows great ability of the speaker.  

What to be wary of 

Toastmasters places great emphasis on reducing the number of filler words (um, ahs, errs, you 

knows) and encourages the Grammarian to highlight this. It sometimes splits this out into a separate 

role called the Ah Counter.   

A Grammarian needs to be intelligent and sensitive about filler words. Think about where they 

occur.  In a prepared speaker it may indicate not enough practice. In an impromptu speaker, it 

simply indicates that their brain is working quickly.  It also reflects the personality of the speaker as 

some speakers, fillers are part of their style and they risk becoming too clinical if they lose them. 

There is merit to highlighting fillers as too many can be highly irritating to listen to if they end every 

sentence. The demerit is that commenting on it invariably comes across as harsh if nothing 

complementary is added. It can be quite deflating to a speaker to focus only on fillers.  Many 

members may also have English as a second language so the Grammarian must allow for that. As 

fillers are also habit, they tend to fade with experience. 

The other approach to be wary of is being a Grammar Zealot. The manual also emphasises “correct 

use of grammar” picking out grammatical mistakes in the construction of sentences. This is truly a 

fast track to irritate people in a meeting no matter if you are correct. 

Gratuitous (unnecessary, blatant and jarring) is the word to guide your judgement here. 



                                                                                                                                
 

Mostly it is the grammar words that are used incorrectly by people when speaking followed by 

tenses.  ("Rarely is the question asked: Is our children learning? G W Bush, 2000).  

It has to be gratuitous to be worth commenting upon.  Even then be wary. 

Overconcentration on the grammar of language is not necessary. Good writers know when to be 

flexible about grammar and understand that there no “rules” that cannot be sacrificed for the sake 

of excellent and lively writing. It is no different for speakers.  

What really matters with grammar is that it is used so badly that the point being made is completely 

misunderstood by the audience.   

For example:  

” Mary took great pleasure in cooking, her family and her dog” 

Without a pause (often the verbal equivalent of a comma) this becomes: 

“Mary took great pleasure in cooking her family and her dog” 

Try speaking both aloud to hear the difference. 

Grammar that changes the meaning of words is more important. Along with vague/nonsensical 

language ("I know the human being and fish can coexist peacefully." G W Bush 2000), 

mispronunciation or malapropism (“They misunderestimated me” G W Bush, 2000) may be 

commented upon if they are felt jarring.   

Remember many people may simply lack the language ability so be sensitive. Rather it is best to 

leave this sort of thing to English classes. 

What to really look for 

The key things to listen for are good use of effective descriptives and rhetoric 

Descriptives 

What you are looking for with language is the simple things can give impact to speeches and that 

make the talk and the speaker memorable.  Remember the guide point for a speech – simple clear 

sincere. Language helps fulfil that.  There are three Cs to look for with word usage: 

Colour – is there vibrancy to the language. Is the speaker being imaginative enough? 

Clarity – Is it easy to understand. Is this speaker using jargon?  

Character – Is the speech steering the right path between being laconic (too brief) and being 

verbose (too much). Is the speaker being expressive enough? 

Listen for the simple descriptive that add sensory experience to a speech.  Changing ordinary words 

by using a descriptive that has an appeal to sight, hearing, touch and taste. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammatical_tense#English
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malapropism


                                                                                                                                
 

 

 

For example: 

I walked down a road 

With simple adjectives can be more powerful like this: 

I walked down an empty and dusty road (sight and feel) 

Or even better 

I ambled down an empty and dusty road (sense of motion, purpose, sight and feel) 

 I love apples 

With a descriptive this is becomes more alive: 

I love crunchy red apples (colour, texture and taste) 

Speakers who use this type of language are making a special effort to bring their speeches alive by 

painting a word picture in the audience mind. That is always worthy of praise. 

Rhetoric 

Rhetoric is the ability to use language effectively and, especially, persuasively.  Consequently it ties 

into the Pathos, Ethos and Logos concepts of a good speech that the manual outlines. Where these 

three are out of balance a speaker can be accused of “speaking rhetoric” i.e. emphasising style over 

substance using rhetorical techniques as cover for no integrity or poor understanding of subject 

material. 

Rhetoric covers a wide area of discourse but it is exercised through a set of techniques known as 

rhetorical devices. 

Rhetorical devices help make people memorable and their speeches more impact as well being as 

good to listen to. Again they often play to sensory experience especially sound 

The best and easiest ones to look for are: 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhetoric
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhetorical_device


                                                                                                                                
 

Sound based 

Alliteration  -repeats the same sound at the beginning of words in a sentence usually the repetition 

of the same consonant. Alliteration adds poetry to phrases so they sound pleasant to the ear and 

grab attention. “The wind was whistling through the wood” and “Busy as a bumble bee” are 

examples of alliteration. It can also be used in metaphors and are close to tongue twisters “Peter 

Piper picked a peck of pickled pepper”   It is closely related to assonance, consonance and sibilance 

Assonance  - repeats the same vowel sound in words in a sequence.  It is very similar to rhyme. “A 

stitch in time saves nine” and “How Now Brown Cow” are examples of vowel repetition. It is also 

associated with tongue twisters “She sells seashells by the seashore” is an example of alliteration 

with assonance.  

Anaphora  - is the technical term for repetition of words or phrase in successive parts of a speech. 

This gets used often to emphasise a point. “I have a dream…” by Martin Luther King is a very well-

known example of this. 

Onomatopoeia - (onor-matter-payher) is the use of a word where its speaking sound also reflects its 

meaning. For example whoosh, tick-tock, cuckoo, bang, honk, hiss, meow, boom. Try speaking 

them out loud to hear their effect. Words with a clear sound meaning when actually spoken are 

highly effective.  

Imagination Orientated 

Metaphor - is where two things are directly compared to each other with the idea that they have 

something in common. People remember metaphors above everything in English because they are 

so vivid and simple. They are excellent at conveying meaning efficiently which is why they are used 

endlessly in writing and speaking. For example “the London underground is an oven in summer”, 

“London is a melting pot”; “my office is a disaster zone”.  

Mixed metaphor occurs when the two unrelated ones are put together such as “we'll have to iron 

out the remaining bottlenecks” “'It would open up a can of worms and a legal minefield about 

freedom “. They often sound like clichés and are beloved by football pundits “They've put all their 

eggs in one basket and its misfired” Paul Merson, Sky football pundit on West Ham. 

Similes - are very similar to metaphors as it is a figure of speech and looking at qualities. The 

difference is that whereas a metaphor makes an explicit comparison, a simile only likens a quality to 

something else. The key words are “like” and “as”.  For example, “searching for a venue for 

toastmasters is like looking for a needle in haystack”; “I am as busy as a bee today” is alliteration and 

simile.  Similes do not say something is an exact match only that its essence is alike. 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alliteration
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consonant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assonance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vowel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anaphora_(rhetoric)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Onomatopoeia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metaphor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simile


                                                                                                                                
 

 

The Rhetorical Question.  

The rhetorical question gets used a lot in speaking as a means to engage the audience.  It is an 

effective tool when used well to create audience participation but it is always asked for effect. What 

marks them out is that there is no need for an answer.  It is part of the process of persuasion. 

“Have you ever imagined a world without toastmasters…” 

 

Other word types to be aware of: 

Acronyms – a word made up from the initial letters of a series of other words. For example, the 

United Nations (UN) is well known and some acronyms are now words in their own right such as 

Radio Detection and Ranging (Radar).   Acronyms may or may not be known to the audience. If the 

speaker does not explain them it will be confusing. 

Allusion - an indirect reference to something without the need to specifically state what is being 

talked about. It is intended to carrying meaning (emotion too sometimes). For example, “public 

speaking was my own room 101” is an allusion to the novel 1984 which has a room where people 

face their fears. The speaker is talking about fears. Allusions are very close in concept to metaphor 

and only work if people know what is being referred to. 

Clichés – sayings that have been used so often that their effect is greatly reduced and may be 

treated with derision by those that hear or read them. There are good lists at cliché site. For 

example, “you cannot judge a book by its cover”; “all that glitters is not gold” They are not entirely 

negative as they can express a common truism or be used knowingly for comic effect.    

 

 

Colloquialisms – is the formal word for slang.  These are where common words are used with 

entirely different meanings to its dictionary definition. Slang reflects local use of the language and 

sometimes it involves words that are entirely made up and are not used outside the local area.  For 

example, “wicked”. The dictionary definition of wicked is an expression of evil “the act was one of 

pure wickedness”.  In slang, “wicked” is used to describe something that is really good “wicked 

sense of humour”. These are completely contradictory definitions. Some slang eventually becomes 

an accepted meaning. 

Consonance - is the repetition of the same consonant sounds. It is similar to assonance and 

alliteration.  Unlike alliteration where the consonant is spoken at the start of the word, the 

consonant is in usually in the middle. For example, “the pitter patter of tiny feet” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhetorical_question
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acronym
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Allusion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cliché
http://clichesite.com/alpha_list.asp?which=lett+1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Truism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colloquialism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consonance_and_dissonance


                                                                                                                                
 

Euphemism – is the use of a word to replace an unpleasant one or one that may cause offence. It is 

very close to allusion. It can be used to evade the truth with the most notorious one being 

“collateral damage” a euphemism for people who are killed.  

Hyperbole – is a rhetorical device explicitly aimed at exaggeration for effect. It can be used 

knowingly to provoke emotion or unintentionally by a speaker who is particularly emotional. 

Meaning are rarely meant to be true meant to be taken literally and can sit closely to cliché For 

example, “I could eat a horse”, “I’ve told you a million times” 

Idiom - is an expression that reflects an essential truth. They reflect shared experience so are very 

culture specific. This can make them hard for speakers who have English as second language to 

understand. The words are organised into a sentence that has a both a literal meaning and a 

metaphorical ones. For example “he was sitting on the fence”.  The literal meaning being a man 

sitting on a fence.  The metaphorical meaning “he was undecided which side to choose” There is a 

list of the most common ones on idiomsite and idiomconnection.  

Irony – is the knowing use of statements to mean something opposite. Unlike idioms where the 

literal and metaphorical meanings are both valid, with irony the user only ever intends the opposite 

meaning. At its best it is used to highlight contradiction and absurdities. At its worst it crosses the 

border to become sarcasm. Sarcasm is not irony.  It is more hostile and caustic, often with the 

intention to insult or at least provoke reaction. Irony is softer and more neutral. It is extremely 

difficult to use effectively and often misunderstood as people can take the statements literally. It is 

used a lot in humour as it is the core of wit.  

Very basic irony is “soft like concrete” “clear like mud” “enjoyable as a trip to the dentist”. Notice 

how these are also similes. Clever irony is what you get from people like Oscar Wilde, a great source 

for both irony and sarcasm. He is the author of “The only thing worse than being talked about is not 

being talked about” an extremely well known ironic quote used when talking about celebrities. 

Another is “I love talking about nothing. It is the only thing I know anything about.” 

Jargon – is highly specialised or technical vocabulary that is used in industries, government, 

academia and professions. The key thing to remember with jargon is setting. If a person is giving a 

talk to other people of similar background, jargon is unavoidable and acceptable because it is likely 

to be understood. It is not acceptable when giving speeches to an audience of non-specialists as it 

will mean little to them.  It is something to always comment on. 

Malapropism – are phrases where a word is misused so nonsense is actually spoken. The incorrect 

word used in place of the proper word usually has a similar sound or feels like it ought to be there. 

For example, Bertie Ahern, Irish PM warning against damaging economic growth  said “we do not 

wish to upset the apple tart” mangling the idiom “do not upset the apple cart”.  

Rhyme - is where words in phrase sound the same. For example “bright and night” Try rhymezone 

for words that rhyme. It is often used in poetry, particularly bad poetry, but it can be an effective 

tool. It is not the same as rhythm which is about patterns of stress and unstressed syllables (that is a 

vocal variety technique). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Euphemism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hyperbole
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idiom
http://www.idiomsite.com/
http://www.idiomconnection.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jargon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malapropism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhyme
http://www.rhymezone.com/
https://www.youngwriters.co.uk/terms-rhythm


                                                                                                                                
 

Sibilance - is another variant on consonance but one that emphasises the use of the letter S. 

Repetition of words with s and sh in them create sibilance that can be used for vocal effect especially 

hissing. An example of sibilance is the rhyme “Sing a Song of Sixpence” “Six sizzling sausages” and 

“She sells sea shells on the sea shore”.  

Witticisms – are the funny quips, jokes and astute observations that people can make when 

speaking. They often combine elements of all the above word types.  They stand out though for 

making you laugh and are always worth commenting on as you can make people laugh again by 

helping them remember. 

 

These word types are not exhaustive – there are more things to look for but these are the important 

ones. They are put in for reference to help you in your own speech making as tricks to bring a speech 

to life.  

It is not expected as Grammarian that you will pick them all up as they often pass by so quickly and 

subtlety (particularly as so many are related to each other) it becomes all but impossible to note 

them. The one thing you do need to look for is Jargon. Jargon is only ever appropriate to use with an 

audience who understands it. Use of it to an audience not aware of what it means is always a 

recommend for improvement. 

 

Your Report 

All that listening now needs to be condensed down into a verbal report. This is what makes the 

Grammarian role tough as you are being asked summarize the highlights of an entire meeting’s 

speaking into 6 minutes.  

Because the Grammarian role is an evaluator one, commend and recommend can be used. There are 

two approaches that can be used: 

1. Language first. Comment on the language used as whole using speaker examples. This 

involves making general points about effective language. 

2. Speaker first. Comment on the individual speakers and their use of language, making 

commend and recommends to the speakers.  

The first approach puts everything heard into order very quickly and has ideas to express. This is very 

difficult to do but is a very effective learning tool.  The second approach is easier but there are too 

many people to give constructive feedback for everyone.  

Doing the Grammarian role the simple way  

What is easiest is a blend of approach 1 and 2 – the third approach. Reference the language used by 

speakers that stood out for the Grammarian. Where a mistake is made is feeling the compulsion of 

approach 2 to talk about everyone which is not necessary or practical.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sibilant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wit


                                                                                                                                
 

What speakers need to do with the third approach is to remember that it is still an evaluation so add 

the approach 1 style but for language.  

For example, rather than simply saying  

“I liked the sergeant at arms phrase “guests are the lifeblood of the club” 

Give the reason why it stood out for you.  

“I liked the sergeant at arms phrase “guests are the lifeblood of the club” because it was 

an effective metaphor 

That is more precise (like an evaluation) and still short enough to keep to time 

In summary your summary will: 

1. Report on the use of Word of the Day, naming the people especially they used it cleverly 

2. Comment on what stood out for you as descriptive word pictures and what appealed to 

your ear as rhetoric).  Colour, Clarity and Character 

3. Why it worked 

With this approach you do not have to comment on everything and everyone as that will see you 

overrunning time. Your aim is to provide a few examples of word usage that made a difference 

between speaking being dull and being lively. Words that make an emotional impact are very 

important.  Be brutal with your notes, pick out and highlight the best of the best. 

The Benefit to You 

As befits the most complicated role, there are many benefits to you personally from being the 

Grammarian: 

Notionally the Grammarian role will help you improve use of language through thinking about 

vocabulary. But it is far far deeper than that. 

It encourages understanding of how effective language can add impact to speeches.  If you are 

asked to give a briefing it helps you understand how simple things can enliven your speeches that 

make you memorable.  

Its real benefit lies in two areas: active listening and critical thinking. 

This role is explicitly about active listening.  Active listening is thought to form half of interpersonal 

communication (the others being speaking, reading and writing). By paying attention to what people 

say, you are training your mind to hear what people are really saying by being attentive and 

observant.  

Active listening in a conversation is noted for one thing – about listening and responding to what is 

being is said NOT worrying about you are going to say next. That is an important differential point to 

understand.   

http://www.mindtools.com/CommSkll/ActiveListening.htm


                                                                                                                                
 

There is a big difference between someone in a conversation “listening” and someone who truly 

understands what you are saying. Because the Grammarian role only speaks at the end, you are 

obliged to listen before you can speak and that is an excellent discipline to master. 

With Grammarian role focus on active listening, it helps you develop the ability to understand the 

situation, the message, the speaker, and the quality of the communication overall. 

The report element of the role encourages you to frame a response back concisely and directly with 

a clear message of your own.  

The Grammarian role improves critical thinking through encouraging analysis and summarizing skills 

as you have to precise and structure your notes to give feedback. 

The Grammarian role therefore helps you in these three ways: 

1. Active listening Skills. 

2. Critical thinking and analytical skills. 

3. Impromptu speaking skills to deliver a report like a speech 

 

This makes the Grammarian role really useful for negotiation and conflict management. When you 

are truly listening to what was said, people often let slip things that may not have intended. If you 

are just letting people speak while listening and thinking about what they are saying, you can 

encourage them to express themselves more clearly and honestly.  They will feel that you have 

actually showed concern about their issues.  If you are not listening you will find that more difficult, 

even more so if you are thinking only about what you are going to say next.   

This is core to effective communication. 

The Grammaran role is an important component of your learning. It contributes to projects in the 

education track.   

Further details on the role are in the manuals and on toastmasterclub.org. The role in the meeting 

agenda is also a hyperlink that will take you through to a description.  

Thank you once again for choosing to be the Grammarian. 

 

 


