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Everything that is in this book has been said before. Whether Ihave stolen it
knowingly or unknowingly Iam not under the impression that Ihave said anything new.
But, good things are worth repeating! You can do your own personal research from the
many fantastic books that are listed at the back, or you can go with what you see here.

Greek and Roman teachers used the progymnasmata to teach boys how to speak
well. Aphthonius and Quintillian were the standard writing textbook into the early modern
era. Then with new educational philosophies many forgot the effectiveness of the
p r o g y m n a s m a t a .

Before we get into the mechanics of the progymnasmata exercises it is worth
orienting the purpose of what we are doing.

As aclassical school we are hoping to instill in the student the three parts of the
trivium. The trivium builds on itself, it goes like so:
-The grammar is the facts of any subject, the particulars that make it up.
-The logic is concerned with the conclusion following the arguments. Using the grammar,
such as evidence and the opinion of others, to prove conclusions. Separating arguments into
categories, and organizing them to make sense.
-Rhetoric is the heart of logic, it takes the evidence, well ordered arguments and breathes
life into them. Making them adelight to the listener.

In the same way that the trivium builds on itself, so does the progymnasmata. Each
exercise adds something more to the one before. So, how does the progymnasmata assist in
making students able to do all of these things successfully?

It provides atried and tested framework! We all begin writing and speaking not
knowing how to properly organize our thoughts or how to communicate them. Often as we
write more and more we all come to the same conclusion about how things are supposed to
be organized. This organization more often than not looks just like aprogymnasmata
outline. So, this is to say that using this format is an exercise of imitation! You are imitating
the people who have already cracked the code! You are learning to fit your thoughts into the
format of the masters. This almost immediately raises the quality of the writing abeginner
can produce, and gives them hooks to put their thoughts on. It limits frustration, and the
wandering in circles that many beginner writers are prone to. It also gives aframework for
creativity, and eloquence.

The progymnasmata is not to be viewed as another separate project to be
accomplished, or simply more work to be done. It is atool to be used to deepen and expand
the learning of any information! The progymnasmata is best used by taking facts, history, or
ideas that astudent has already consumed and then producing something of their own
f r o m t h a t i n f o r m a t i o n . I t i s t o e n r i c h !

Writing is an art, and cannot always be put into aformat. For certain topics the
assigned format will not fit easily. It will feel clunky and strange. This is why it is important
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to see the progymnasmata as athing that submits to the teacher, and (within reason) the
student. You can take things out, and add things as you see fit. This is no law!

The purpose of this is to produce people who know that road of well ordered
thoughts. By the end of their schooling they will have traveled up and down it many times,
they know its twists, turns, and noticeable landmarks. They know where it floods, and
where it forks. They will know how to find, and know how to communicate truth, goodness,
and beauty. This is what we need so desperately.

He re a re t he exe rc i ses :

N a r r a t i v e

Fable/ M3dh
Chreia/ Proverb
Confirmation/ Refutation
Common Place/ Topos
Encomium/ Vituperation
Comparison
Speech in character
T h e s i s

10. For and Against Laws
[1 have combined the exercises with both apositive and negative version into one section)

1.

2 .

3 .

4 .

5 .

6 .

7 .

8 .

9 .
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1 . N a r r a t i v e

●What? The telling of things that have happened or telling them as though they have
happened.

●Why? Narrative is the most basic form of communication. If you cannot name the
facts of your case, you have no basis on which to argue. Being able to organize facts
well is profitable for all other forms of writing.

The topics of invention for aNarrative are;
● A c t i o n

● A g e n t
● T i m e

● P l a c e

● M a n n e r

● C a u s e

The virtues of Narrative are:

Clear: There is no confusion, and the reader can easily understand
Concise: The student should not repeat themselves unnecessarily
Credible: The Narrative should be trustworthy, drawing from asource. It should also be a
fair representation. So, the audience does not feel deceived.

A v o i d :

●R e p e t i t i o n
●Long digression
●Fancy language
●A m b i g u i t y

S o m e N a r r a t i v e e x e r c i s e s :

A. Retelling astory/or event
Give aparticular story that students would all know and ask for them to tell it in
t h e i r o w n w o r d s .

B . S l a n t e d n a r r a t i v e

This is an exercise of taking astory of any kind and manipulating it.
Asking, how can Imake this character look bad? How can Imake this character look
better? How can Iread into this action? This exercise demonstrates the importance



4

of word choice, and leads students to think harder about the words they use. This
can be done in single sentences using word choice, or in paragraphs.
E.g: The dog barked at the passing cars. The dog bared his teeth as the car slowed to
a h a l t .

C. Giving ahistory
Ask students to give facts about something as it has been through time.

D. Retelling an argument
Ask students to describe the facts of aparticular belief system.
Here it is also important to fairly represent their argument.
Examples: What are Plato’s forms? What does astoic believe?

E. Written or verbal telling of reading homework:
When entering into adiscussion of abook, or particular event it is important to
begin with the facts. Students can wander around asubject they know little about
for along time. Having everyone give anarrative on the subject at hand clarifies
what we are talking about. This can be done:

●Individually or together
●Daily, or occasionally
●Short, or long
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2. Fable/ Myth

●What? This exercise concerns any fictitious story giving apicture of truth.
●Why? It is good to be able to read astory and deduce its moral meaning.

Connecting fiction to moral reality.
E l e m e n t s :

● M o r a l t r u t h

● N a r r a t i v e

S o m e F a b l e e x e r c i s e s

Paraphrase
This is good to do with any story long or short. Simply breaking the story down into
its component parts. Focusing on brevity writing it in acouple sentences.

A .

B . Expand
Taking ashort account, and adding your own dialogue and description. How will you
add character? How will you describe the good? The evil?

Explain the moral
Taking astory and telling what the reader is supposed to take away from it. What did
the author mean? What do the characters represent?

C.

It is also helpful to do aseries of exercises to asingle story:
1. Paraphrase- write in your own words, with clarity.
2. Explain- provide and explanation of the story
3. Moral- give one or more options for the moral lesson from the story

Example:
Viper and the File

1. Paraphrase- Ahungry viper enters ablacksmith shop. In his hunger he
nibbles afile. The file warns him saying he is meant to nibble others.

2. Explain- Afile is atool with arough surface meant to wear down
objects. The viper would find no satisfaction in eating him.

3. Moral- Don’t confide in those who are meant to hurt you.
Don't look for satisfaction in things that cannot provide it.
Be wise about what you eat.

D.

E. Write your own fable
Pick aproverb or moral, and ask students to write astory that communicates that meaning
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3. Chreia/ Proverb

●What? Unpacking astatement of advice
●Why? It gives the framework for commentary and expansion. Also it gives the

opportunity to learn and remember wisdom.

P o s s i b l e e l e m e n t s :

Cite the saying
Cite another proverb with similar or opposite meaning
Praise the wisdom of the author

Paraphrase and/ or explain the meaning of the saying
Give one or more examples to support your saying
Give one or more reasons to support it
Introduce analogy
Present acontrasting analogy
Support the statement with the opinions of others
D r a w c o n c l u s i o n

It is not often that all the elements are used at once. Usually the teacher chooses a
few f rom the l is t .

For aquick exercise choose like this:
●Cite the saying
●Explain the meaning
●Give one or more reasons to support it
●Support with the opinions of others
● C o n c l u s i o n

From this is the simple format you can add, praise the wisdom of the author, analogy,
example, opinion of others ect.

Each of these is also agood exercise by itself. For example, give aproverb and ask
everyone to write an analogy for it. Or give aproverb, and ask what other authors have said on
the subject. They could write answers individually, and then discuss together, or discuss together
and then write individually.

Almost all of the Onmibus books have some kind of prescriptive statement in them.
Something acharacter says, or amoral conclusion of the author. These are all opportunities to
write aChreia. The proverb you choose will then help pick the elements you choose. If the
proverb needs context, include praising the author, and explain the meaning. If it does not need
context but could benefit from expanded meaning, cite another contrasting proverb, give
examples of its truth, and use an analogy.
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4 . C o n fi r m a t i o n / R e f u t a t i o n

●What? Focusing on the facts of areport/narrative to confirm or refute its truth
●Why? This exercise teaches students to test narratives, arming them with the tools

necessary to think for themselves what they should believe.

Topics of Invention;
●Probable?/Improbable?
● C l e a r ? / O b s c u r e ?

●Possible?/Impossible?
●Cons i s ten t? / I ncons i s ten t?

Probable/Improbable
Asking, “is it likely? Are parts of it likely?” “Is there enough motive?” “Is this

consistent with the person’s manner of life?” “Does it resemble an action they have already
committed?” “Does the event accord with how God has made the world?”

9 9 U

C l e a r / O b s c u r e

Asking, “what physical evidence is there?” “Who witnessed the action?” “Can we
confirm with these witnesses what they saw?” This is asking for the true legitimacy of the story.
Fairy tales and folktales are almost impossible to prove using this topic.

Possible/Impossible
Asking, “What would prevent this from possibly happening?” “Are these possibilities

threatening the truth of the story?” “What examples can you think of that would prove its
possibility? 9 9

C o n s i s t e n t / I n c o n s i s t e n t

Asking, “Is this story consistent within itself? 9 9 u

Does it contradict itself?” “Is it logical?”

All of these topics can be used at the teacher's discretion. The teacher can choose
one, or more of them to be used at once.

To complicate the situation, all of these topics can be applied to the four kinds of issues:

Four k inds of issues:

1. Conjectural- dispute over fact
2. Definitional- dispute over definition
3. Qualitative- dispute over the value, quality, or nature of an act
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4. Translative- dispute over moving the issue from one court or jurisdiction to another

Example of their use:
1. Conjectural- Did the student look at the other students' paper?
2. Definitional- Would you call what they did cheating?
3. Qualitative- Were they trying to cheat? Did they plan to cheat? Was it accidental?
4. Translative- Who are they accountable to? The teacher? Headmaster? Parents?

Each of these categories of dispute can then be applied to the topics of invention.

The teacher can take this complicated format and break it into smaller parts.
But! Remember your opinion is not most important, everything you say must be proved

by textual evidence, or reasonable speculation from the text.
The teacher can also use only the topics of invention, or introduce the types of dispute.

These are just words to define the way we naturally argue anyway. Students will use these topics
whether they try or not!

Personally, Iwould introduce just the topics of invention:
Probable?/Improbable?
C l e a r ? / O b s c u r e ?

Possible?/Impossible?
C o n s i s t e n t ? / I n c o n s i s t e n t ?

Find agood story to dispute, and go through them all together. 1usually do one topic of
invention at atime in bullet points on the board pulling from the students. Then they write
acomplete paragraph by themselves. But whatever way that everyone is engaged actively is
best. After everyone feels comfortable applying the topics then introduce the types of
a r g u m e n t s .
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5. Common Place/Topos

●What? The condemnation of aparticular action. The action is unconnected from a
particular person and is judged by itself.

●Why? So that students can clearly state why aparticular action is to be punished.
●It is an excellent thought exercise that forces the writer to discuss the different facets

of aparticular action

Here is the procedure:
1. Analysis of the contrary- contrast awrongful act with anoble one
2. The deed itself- compare the act with another, making it look worse
3. Comparison- compare the vice or one who commits it to other crimes
4. Proverb- cite aproverb or scripture that was ignored leading to this vice.
5. Defamatory surmise of past life- how one who commits such avice got to this point
6. Repudiation of pity- explain why this action and those who do it deserve no pity
7. Exhortation- arouse the audience to action

The common place is aspeech given against particular actions, not against particular
people. Most often the audience already agrees that the action is wrong, it is the job of the
common place to give intense and overwhelming evidence to support your point.

To begin, choose an action that is wrong, and apply the elements.
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6. Encomium/ Vituperation

The praising or blaming of aparticular person.
Why? So that students can clearly state the goods or evils of aperson, building a
case to one e f fec t o r another.

This exercise is the cousin of the Commonplace, and both exercises are ceremonial.
Meaning, the facts are not being deliberated, but instead are accepted by the
audience. The words are then to state the facts clearly and unite your audience more
strongly to your argument.

If you have nothing to say for aparticular topic it can be skipped. Sometimes you can
only say "We don’t know much about so-and-so’s upbringing, but we can guess..Only
include guesses if they help the strength of your argument. If they weaken your argument,
leave them out. Ateacher can certainly penalize unnecessary omissions.

E l e m e n t s o f E n c o m i u m :

1. Compose an introduction
2. Describe the stock aperson comes from:

a. what people
b. what country
c . w h a t a n c e s t o r s

d. what parents
3. Describe the person's upbringing

a . e d u c a t i o n
b . i n s t r u c t i o n i n a r t

c. training in laws
4. Describe the person's deeds, which should be described as the results of

a. his/her excellencies of mind (such as fortitude or prudence]
b. his/her excellencies of body [such as beauty, speed, or vigor]
c. his/her excellencies of fortune (as high position, power, wealth, friends]

Make afavorable comparison to someone else to escalate your praise
6. Conclude with an epilogue including either an exhortation to your hearers to

emulate this person, or aprayer.

Elements of Vituperation:

5.

1. Compose an introduction
2. Describe the stock aperson comes from:

a. what people
b. what country
c . w h a t a n c e s t o r s

d. what parents
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Describe the person's upbringing
a . e d u c a t i o n
b . i n s t r u c t i o n i n a r t

c. training in laws
Describe the person's deeds, which should be described as the results of

a. his/her evils of mind (such as weakness or indiscretion]
b. his/her evils of body (such as plainness, lethargy, or lack of vigor]
c. his/her evils of fortune (as lack of or corruption of high position, power,

wealth, friends]
Make adisfavorable comparison to someone else to escalate your vituperation
Conclude with an epilogue including either an exhortation to your hearers not to
emulate this person, or aprayer.

3.

4 .

5 .

6.

7 . Comparison

Using the elements of the Encomium/ Vituperation compare two particular people
trading between one and the other.
Why should students write comparisons?
So that they can understand the actions of two different people in relation to each
other. Showing accurate differences and similarities.
Often used to show the superiority or inferiority of one of the subjects.

Choose two people that have elements that produce good comparison (they are both
heroes, both are princes, both were wed unwillingly]
Choose Vituperation or Encomium
Use each topic for each person. Either in separate paragraphs, or in blended
paragraphs.
Be sure to be clear about which facts belong to each person.

1.

2.

3.

4 .
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8. Speech in Character
Aspeech impersonating aparticular character in an imagined situation
Why? It demands that the writer understand aparticular character and their
situation in such away that they know how they would respond to particular
c i r c u m s t a n c e s .

It also asks the student to be creative and imaginative, which is really fun!

Imagine arhetorical situation
Apply aparticular fictional or historical person
Write what that person would say in the chosen situation
Keep in mind the person's age, gender, habits, emotions, and other distinctive traits
Make the speech appropriate to the audience and occasion

1 .
2 .

3.
4 .

5.

Some possibilities:

Write aspeech from Lady Wisdom to Penelope.

Write an address that Machiavelli would give to the current president.
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9 . Thes i s

An inquiry into areasonable question that has two sides. It falls into the deliberative
category of speeches because you are presenting to an audience afair discussion.
Why should students write theses?
Students should write theses because deliberating topics is part of our humanity.

You can write athesis with ahypothesis statement, or aparticular thesis statement.
The first is apossibility to be proved with the following argument, the second is a
strong definitive statement also to be proved with the following text.
Athesis paper begins with an introduction and narration. The purpose of each is to
give context and interest for your topic to the audience.
Use the topics of invention to interrogate your topic. Arguing for one side or another.
After questioning your thesis sufficiently you can refute objections with arefutation.
T h e n c o n c l u d e !

Your thesis is then questioned with the following:

Is the proposed course of action:

Necessary?/Unnecessary?
Possible?/Impossible?
Advantageous?/Disadvantageous?
Easy?/Hard?
Fitting?/Not fitting?
Lawful/Unlawful?
Customary?/Not customary?
Just?/Unjust?

Each of these can be questioned like so.

Necessary?/Unnecessary?

Must the course of action be done? Are there situations in which it is unnecessary?

Possible?/Impossible?

Is there anything keeping the course of action from being possible? What situation
would make it impossible? In what situation is it possible?

Advantageous?/Disadvantageous?
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Is it beneficial? What benefit does it bring? What parts are advantageous?

● E a s y ? / H a r d ?

Is the course of action difficult? Or is it so easy that everyone should do it?

●Fit t ing?/Not fit t ing?

Is the course of action correctly assigned to the situation? Is there one that would be
better? If it is correctly assigned what makes it so?

●L a w f u l / U n l a w f u l ?

Is there any law of the land that the course of action would contradict? Is there any
l a w o f G o d t h a t t h e c o u r s e o f a c t i o n w o u l d c o n t r a d i c t ?

●Customary ?/Not customary?

Is this anormal thing to do? Is it completely outside of tradition? Was it customary
in the past?

●Jus t? /Un jus t?

Is there any part of the proposed course of action that contradicts justice? Is it more
just to carry out the action? Is it just by one group's standard, but not another?

Example :

P a r e n t s s h o u l d l i m i t t h e i r c h i l d r e n ’ s s c r e e n t i m e .

This statement could be argued from both sides, and can easily be put through the thesis
questions.

Example:

Rapunzel's father had no choice but to give her up to the witch.

This thesis is arguable, and all the thesis questions apply.
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12. For and Against Laws
●What? The arguing for acertain law to be put in place or taken out of place.
●Laws being: "The system of rules which aparticular country or community

recognizes as regulating the actions of its members and which it may enforce by the
imposition of penalties.”

●Why? Students should write Laws exercises because it demands deeper thought
about how nations are ruled. It demands that they argue this themselves, not simply
listen to the arguments of others.

F o r m a t :

I n t r o d u c t i o n

N a r r a t i o n

Deliberative Topics:

I s t h e l a w . . .

Clear/obscure?
Lawful/unlawful?
Just/unjust?
Necessary/unnecessary?
Possible/impossible?
Easy/hard?
Advantageous /disadvantageous?
Fitting/ not fitting?

C o n c l u s i o n
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(These are probably cited wrong]

Here are some books that have informed my writing life:

George A. Kennedy, Progymnasmata; Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition
and Rhetoric. Society of Biblical Literature, 2003.

Frank}. D’angelo, Composition in the Classical Tradition. Allyn and Bacon 2000

Jason Barney, AC/ass/ca/ Guide to Narration. CiRCE Institute 2020

Douglas Wilson, Word Smithy, Hot Tips For the Writing Life.

Thomas S. Kane, The New Oxford Guide to Writing
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