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How do you 
imagine equity?
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They are  being treated equally. They are  being treated equitably. The systemic barriers have been 
removed.

Equity
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What is Oracy?

“[Oracy] really represents the set of talk skills […] that people, should develop, 
in the same way that we would expect people to develop reading and writing 
skills.

Mercer

‘[Oracy] is what the school does to support the development of students’ 
capacity to use speech to express their thoughts and communicate with 
others, in education and in life.’

Alexander

The State of Speaking in Our Schools: Oracy in English Schools. Millard, Will & Menzies, Loic. (2016). 
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“Oracy is the ability to articulate ideas, develop understanding and 
engage with others through spoken language”  Voice21 

Literacy

•A neologism

Oracy

Oracy Numeracy 
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Learning

through 

talk

Oracy

Learning to / through talk

Learning

to 

talk

How talk gives you 
better writing, better 

thinking, better 
understanding 

of key concepts 

How to be a 
better speaker 
and interest 
people with 
how you’re 
talking

Venn diagram in 
Transforming Teaching 
and Learning Through 
Talk, Gaunt, Stott

Oracy as a tool for equity in CLIL - Howell & Kester-Dodgson -  11 Oct 2022



Never mind the gap?
On average, teachers do 90% 
of the talking with individual 
students saying approximately 
four words per lesson; 
the idea that if students are 
talking they are not learning is 
unfortunately still prevalent. 

National Literacy Trust, 2011 

50% of young people from areas 
of disadvantage suffering from 
language delay 

charity ICAN, UK 

All students should benefit from a focus on 
improving oracy, not just the most vulnerable.

charity ICAN, UK 

• An oracy policy is respectful of UN Human Rights
• Oracy is a fundamental life skill which is currently ignored  in most  schools
• Oracy instruction is necessary for inclusivity 

Why there is a need 
for oracy in schools
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Vocabulary and Word poverty…

People Like Us: What it takes to make it in 
modern Britain, Hashi Mohamed (2020)

…a child from a professional family will 
hear 45 million words, a working-class 
child 26 million, a child on welfare only 13 
million -  a gap of 30 million words!                                 

…how poverty is not just material 
deprivation of the food you eat and 
the clothes you wear but also the 
words you hear.
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The pandemic
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92% of teachers think school 
closures (due to Covid-19) 
have contributed to a widening 
of the word gap.

Oxford Language Report (2020)
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Oracy increases 
confidence

Oracy improves 
academic outcomes

Oracy fosters 
wellbeing

Oracy equips 
students to thrive in 
life beyond school

State of Speaking in Our Schools, Voice 21

Impact of oracy 
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What communication skills does a 
democratic society require of its citizens?

● Confidence and clarity in self-expression

● The ability to listen and take account of other perspectives

● Ways of working with others to solve problems

Mercer, Rethinking Education Conference, Sept. 2022
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Exploratory talk

‘exploratory talk which is typical of the 
early stages of approaching new ideas 
[…]Exploratory talk is hesitant and 
incomplete because it enables the 
speaker to try out ideas, to hear how 
they sound, to see what others make 
of them, to arrange information and 
ideas into different patterns.’

Presentational talk

‘The difference between the two 
functions of talk is that in 
presentational talk the speaker’s 
attention is primarily focused on 
adjusting the language, content and 
manner to the needs of an audience, 
and in exploratory talk the speaker is 
more concerned with sorting out his 
or her own thoughts.’

Classroom Talk

Prof. Douglas Barnes, 1992
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Exploratory talk Presentational talk

● students listen critically but 

constructively to each 

other's ideas

● students explore the 

different possible answers

● students share ideas and 

information in order to solve 

problems and reach 

agreement

● students adjust language and 

content to the audience’s needs

● students have refined their 

understanding

● presentational talk comes towards 

the end of a sequence of learning
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Exploring Talk in School, Mercer, Hodgkinson (2008)



Talk Activities

Exploring Talk in School, Mercer, Hodgkinson (2008)

• presentations 

• answering teacher (sharing info)

• oral tests

• debates

• school events (open days, plays, fairs)

• group discussions

• pair-work

• role-plays

Developing and 
exploring ideas together

Presenting understanding

Exploratory talk Presentational talk
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How can we 
embed talk?
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Purpose 
of talk Structure Scaffolds Reflection

Embedding talk in every lesson

• To formulate an argument
• To build relationships 
• To explain reasoning
• To entertain, e.g. 

storytelling

• Groupings 
• Protocols

• Sentence stems
• Keywords
• Modelling

• Feedback
• Metacognition

Voice 21, the UK Oracy Charity
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The 
Oracy 
Framework

Available in:
● Arabic
● English
● Italian
● Welsh

coming 
soon
Chinese, 
Spanish… 
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  Discussion Guidelines
● Invisible norms
● Safe environment
● Set expectations for talk
● Classroom culture of talk
● Students invited to contribute ideas
● Build self-esteem and self-confidence 
● Partial answers or incorrect ideas accepted
● Create own set

Voice 21, the UK Oracy Charity
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https://youtu.be/d3Se6gHHhrw

Group Discussion video 

1. Watch the video clip. Look  for 
GOOD/BAD examples of talk. 
Think about the PHYSICAL strand 
of the Framework.

2. Write your ideas on post-it notes 
and put them on the posters in 
class. 

Examples of talk
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https://youtu.be/d3Se6gHHhrw


Students’ noticings 



  Think-Pair-Share

● Visible Thinking Routine

● Collaborative learning strategy

● Students think individually before 
sharing ideas with partner and 
group/class

● Time to reflect on task and gather 
thoughts before speaking

Thinking and pairing carried out in class with sharing 
stage online. 50% students were online at home due to 
the Covid Pandemic.

Liceo Linguistico Leopardi,  Recanati, Italy
Coordinator Prof.ssa Enrica Cerquoni, PhD



Developing Discussion Guidelines
Padlet
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How can we  
encourage talk 

through groupings?
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Group work that works!

● Sharing relevant information

● Engaging critically but constructively with each other’s ideas

● Giving reasons for ideas / support ideas with reasons

● All actively participating

● Checking understanding by asking questions

● Building on each other’s responses

● Striving to reach an agreement 
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Prof Neil Mercer, Rethinking Education Conference 2022



● Huge impact on reluctant 
students’ desire to participate

● Size and composition is key

● Fewer competing voices in 
smaller groups

● Group quieter speakers 
together rather than with 
louder speakers

  Groupings 
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Voice21, the UK 
Oracy Charity



“Discussion is a waste of time with a badly behaved classed.”

“Using talk in lessons amplifies the voices of the loudest at the expense of 
quieter students’ learning.”

Voice 21, the UK Oracy Charity.

  Summariser in a Trio 

I agree/disagree 
because …

Linking to that …

Summariser:
It sounds like you both 

agree on …
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How can we 
elevate the 

quality of talk?
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• Scaffolding is a “process that enables a child or novice to solve a 
problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal that would be beyond his 
unassisted efforts” (Wood, Bruner and Ross 1976, 90). 

• A scaffold acts as a temporary supportive structure for a student to 
complete a task they otherwise could not have (Graves, Watts and 
Graves 1994, 44). As students become more confident, scaffolds will be 
needed less and less, until eventually they are not needed at all. 

Sentence stems Modelling Key vocabulary

Scaffolds - Elevating the quality of talk 

Voice 21, the UK Oracy Charity
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Sentence Stems
• A technique  that gives students the opportunity to 

respond in the form of a complete sentence to 
effectively communicate. 

• Sentence stems provide scaffolding to help 
students at all levels get started in speaking or 
writing without the added pressure of thinking 
about how to correctly formulate a response.
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  Student Talk Tactics
 ● Help start and maintain a 

conversation 

● Give time to gather thoughts 
and structure ideas 

● Enable students to focus on 
what they want to say

● Serve as a scaffold for 
expressing ideas

● Take away anxiety 
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  Teacher Talk Tactics
● Scaffold classroom dialogue 
● Promote educationally productive 

talk
● Adequate opportunities to process 

information
● Formulate responses
● Actively participate in class 

dialogue
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Make your own 
talk cards

Choose a card and make 
your own sentence stems 
for the levels you teach. 
Write your stems in the 
chat box.

Choose a card and make 
your own sentence stems 
for the levels you teach. 
Write your stems in the 
chat box.
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Speak like a specialist
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Plymouth Mayflower Academy, Talking like a Specialist Booklet
https://voice21.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Talking-Like-A...-1.pdf

● Subject specific vocabulary

● Sentence stems 

● Raises students 
awareness

● Become flexible, resilient 
communicators



www.theconfidentteacher.com

Alex Quigley, Closing the Vocabulary Gap





Vocabulary Ninja: Mastering Vocabulary – Activities to 
Unlock the World of Words, Jennings, 2019



Howell - Kester
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Unlocking the world of words…
Describing words – adjectives
www.describingwords.io

Pobble365 – photo + story
www.pobble365.com

NiftyWord – associations
www.niftyword.com

Word Hippo – synonyms, examples 
www.wordhippo.com

Word Spy – random word
www.wordspy.com
dramality, grasscycling…

Great Expectations – word, quote
 www.greatexpectations

«Explicit and engaging vocabulary teaching has the 
power to promote independence in learners, ignite 
imaginations, deliver understanding and raise 
education standards in schools.»  

Andrew Jennings
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Modelling
• show students what good talk is

• create your own examples

• be a model at all times 

• model the physical and linguistic



Talking points 

● Support exploratory talk
● Stimulate speaking, listening, thinking and learning
● Short statements - agree, disagree, unsure
● Challenge students to think
● Questions on a big theme
● Dilema statements
● List to choose from 
● Discuss different points in different groups

Talking Points: Discussion Activities in the Primary Classroom. Lyn Dawes 
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Talking Points across the curriculum

Lyn Dawes, 
Thinking Together Project 

Science
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Literature

Lyn Dawes, Thinking Together Project 
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Art

Lyn Dawes, 
Thinking Together Project 
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  Talk Tokens
● Create a more equal balance of talk

● Reluctant speakers have the chance to contribute more

● Louder students are required to listen more

● Quieter students have an incentive to join in

● Dominant students have to reflect on their contributions

● Different coloured tokens for different types of talk 
tactics 

● Emojis for students online
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How can we 
encourage deeper 
thinking and talk? 
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   Concept cartoons
Concept Cartoons are simple cartoons 
that contain factual information as well 
as misconceptions designed to 
generate discussion.

They engage students in focused 
discussion, allow them to think more 
widely and discuss their ideas, including 
students who are normally reluctant to 
speak.

Naylor, S. and Keogh, B. (1999). Constructivism in 
classroom: Theory into practice. Journal of Science Teacher 
Education 10 (2), 93-106
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English Concept Cartoons, J Turner, C Smith, B Keogh & S Naylor 
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Scaffolding with operational 
checklists

Caroti, Howell, Kester-Dodgson 
(2020) Oracy skills, Think Big 2 (OUP)

• identify steps needed to 
complete complex tasks

• support students' metacognitive 
development 

• help build the confidence and 
independence needed for 
internalizing these steps for 
future tasks

Using Checklists to Support Student Learning. Rowlands, K. (2007) 

1 Prepare

2 Write 
and 

practise

3 Present
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How can we 
facilitate active 

listening?
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Active listening
Teachers are often highly motivated to include 
class discussions and groupwork/student-led 
activities in their classes. However, in many cases 
these activities fail to reach their potential because 
students have not been instructed in the requisite 
foundational skills. English Speaking Union (2018)

• offer students tips on how to react when listening

• model active listening ourselves

• create expectations for these 

• monitoring the audience (and let students know!) 

Showing interest:
Really? OK. Wow! Ahh. 
That’s interesting. Uh-uh. 
Mmmm…
Yeah. I see. Lucky you!

Tip: use your intonation 
and tone of voice to 
communicate your 
feelings (empathy, 
sadness, happiness) 

Voice21

Think Big, 
OUP (2020)
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Listening Ladder

1 focus

2 calm & still
3 eye contact

4 encourage

6 clarify

7 dig deeper

8 summarise

5 react

Adapted from Transforming Teaching and 
Learning Through Talk, Gaunt, Stott (2019)

All students have a 
copy and as they 
listen they identify 
what skills they 
have been using 
while listening.

Start on bottom 
rung and work up!
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How can we talk 
about talk?

Oracy as a tool for equity in CLIL - Howell & Kester-Dodgson -  11 Oct 2022



  Talk Detectives
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  Talk Detectives 
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Harkness discussions
• A roundtable discussion in which 

everyone has an equal voice. 

• Teacher creates comfortable speaking 
environment but rarely jumps in with 
explanations or to fill silence. 

• Students take ownership for the 
conversation, and their thoughts and 
opinions flows.
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Harkness in 3 steps
1. Set up the environment

2. Talk to the students about 
Harkness

3. Choose a tracker and start

Add observation key to 
encourage quality of talk

Tracking sheet 
Philips Exeter Academy
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Tracking tools

Harkenss tracking tool, Voice21

Equity Maps for iPad
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Filming Talk
● Filming talk provides students 

and teachers with a record 
that can be analyzed. 

● Showing students a clip of 
themselves speaking helps 
them visualize their talk. 

● It encourages them to reflect 
upon what constitutes 
good talk.
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Action!
In a Think-Pair-Share 
talk task students record 
their discussion with 
their phones. 

Then they play it back 
and reflect on how 
effective their 
discussion was and 
which areas might need 
improving....
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Once we get to a place where young people are trained, prepped, 
pushed and encouraged to be articulate, where they can deploy a 
wide vocabulary with a clarity of thought, and are armed with new and 
exciting ideas, then we might be in a position to reshape the current 
linguistic landscape in favour of social, cultural and ethnic diversity. 
Perhaps then we will have found a way of neutralising prejudices 
instead of playing right into them. 
Perhaps we will have conquered another corner of the social mobility 
story and moved one step closer to a more equal society.

Hashi Mohamed

“

 ”
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 Info, training, support, materials…

Oracy Cambridge 
The Hughes Hall Centre for 
Effective Communication

Voice 21, 
UK Oracy 
Charity Oracy Italy 

Facebook  
Discussion 
Group

Thinking Together Project, Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge 

Oracy Lab, training organisation
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