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Talk is very slippery stuff. 
It slips away, it happens 

and then it's gone. 
Neil Mercer



Oracy is the ability to articulate ideas, develop understanding 
and engage with others through spoken language

Literacy

•A neologism

What is oracy?

Oracy Numeracy 

Voice 21



Learning

through 

talk

Oracy

Learning to / through talk

Learning

to 

talk

How talking and 
thinking together gives 

you better writing, & 
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 (2019)



Why teach oracy explicitly? Education
Employment

Well-beingStudents with lower levels of oracy are:

• six times less likely to reach the expected standard 
in English at age 11 than children who had good 
language skills at five.

• ten times less likely to achieve the expected level in 
Maths.

• more than twice as likely to be unemployed at age 
34 as children with good vocabulary.

• twice as likely to have mental health difficulties, 
even after taking account of a range of other factors 
that might have played a part.

Talking about a generation, Communication Trust (2017)

Oracy improves children and 
young people’s cognitive 
development and academic 
attainment, their wellbeing, 
and life chances by enabling 
them to develop the spoken 
language skills necessary 
to thrive in further education, 
training and employment.

Speak for change, Oracy All-Party 
Parliamentary Group (APPG) (2020)



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 (2016) 

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

charity ICAN, UK (2016) 

Multiple reviews highlight the importance of peer 
interaction during remote learning, as a way to 
motivate pupils and improve outcomes.

Education Endowment Foundation:Remote Learning, Rapid Evidence 
Assessment (2020) 

International evidence from Belgium, Holland and the USA 
is consistent in showing overall progress gaps and 

attainment gaps for disadvantaged pupils. 
EEF Best evidence on impact of Covid-19 on pupil attainment (2021)

92% of teachers think school 
closures (due to Covid-19) 
have contributed to a widening 
of the word gap.

Oxford Language Report (2020) 



The 
Oracy 
Framework

Available in:
● Arabic
● English
● Italian
● Welsh

coming soon:
● Chinese
● Spanish

https://oracycambridge.org



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



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

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



Students perceptions of classroom talk

Questionnaire via Google Forms

● Do you do lots of speaking and 
listening as part of your lessons?

● What do you enjoy about lessons 
where you talk a lot?

● What activities at school let you 
practice your speaking and 
listening?



  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



https://youtu.be/d3Se6gHHhrw

Task
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. 

Observing talk

https://youtu.be/d3Se6gHHhrw


Capturing students’ noticings

Jamboard



Developing Discussion Guidelines

Padlet Canva



  
  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 



Talkwall
Talkwall is a microblogging tool 
for engaging students in 
collective classroom interaction, 
providing a digital link to the high 
quality discussion that aids 
learning.



Talk Factory

● Help  class develop 

their oracy skills

● Edit rules  to meet the 

specific needs 

● Create graphs to 

evaluate talk

● Compare progress 

across lessons using 

GraphFactory



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.

Phillips Exeter Academy 



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



Discussion Trackers

Harkenss Tracking Tool, Voice21

Equity Maps for iPad

Parlay Discussions 
softward for PC/MAC



The Learning Network

Lesson Plans 
Teaching Ideas

Student Opinion Questions 
Picture Prompts

Current Events Conversation 

Word of the Day 
Student News Quizzes

Vocabulary Quizzes
Geography Quizzes

What’s Going On in This Picture?
Film Club

What’s Going On in This Graph?

Contests Accessible Activities 

https://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-article-of-the-day
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/learning-article-of-the-day
https://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-student-opinion
http://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-picture-prompt
https://www.nytimes.com/column/current-events-conversation?module=inline
https://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-word-of-the-day
http://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-news-quiz
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/vocabulary-quizzes
https://www.nytimes.com/column/country-of-the-week
https://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-whats-going-on-in-this-picture
https://www.nytimes.com/column/learning-film-club
https://www.nytimes.com/column/whats-going-on-in-this-graph
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/10/learning/our-2022-23-student-contest-calendar-fall-semester.html
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/accessible-activities


Picture prompt





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.



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....



Flip - Discovery

Slam Poetry

Debates





Video Discussion Activities

Point Of View I Used To Think, Now I think Elevator Pitch

Which Would 
You Rather? What Would Happen If…? The Most Important 

Thing To Remember

Who Or What Am I? Opposing Opinions





Checking ‘talk-friendly’ tools 

CHECK...   
✓

  X

1 User-friendly - easy to install and use on all devices

2 Free - offers free plans and won’t charge after a certain period of time

3 Creative - students can add images, videos, voice recordings and text to their work

4 Collaborative tool  - allows students to work in groups simultaneously

5 Peer feedback - lets students comment on each other’s work

6 Makes students’ thinking visible and gives them a voice 

7 Downloadable - lets you export students’ work to teacher’s Google Drive or to computer

8 Sharing - lets students share their work with their classmates or a global audience



Tools in this talk
1 Google Forms - capturing students perceptions (questionnaires)

2 Google Jamboard - brainstorming and capturing ideas

3 Padlet - co-creating class discussion guidelines /See Think Wonder

4 Canva -  designing graphics (discussion guidelines cards)

5 Talkwall - making discussions visible (talking points)

6 Talk Factory - tracking talk and monitoring discussion guidelines

7 Flip - presenting a report / discovery topics

8 Equity maps / Parlay - tracking discussions / reflecting on talk

9 The Learning Network - finding safe, reliable content/ input /stimuli



Oracy is important to me 
because it allows me to 
make my voice be heard 
despite my age and oracy 
also allows me to share 
and listen to others.

It is important to me 
because it made me 
more confident in 
class.

I love oracy it is so fun 
and calming also it gives 
you a chance to get to 
know people.

I think that speaking is important 
because it is the easiest way to 
communicate with others, so it is 
used a lot by all of us. Also, if I 
cannot speak or share what I 
think with others, I could 
probably lose the ability to make 
relationships, so the lack of 
speaking could have a negative 
effect on the social side.

Speaking and listening 
comes in handy in the 
future you have to be 
able to speak and listen 
to others throughout 
your life.

To be more sure of 
yourself and express your 
ideas.

To discuss with my 
classmates and know 
what they think.

Student
Voices



“Classroom talk is not merely a conduit for the sharing of information, 

or a means for controlling the exuberance of youth; 

it is the most important educational tool for guiding the development 

of understanding and for jointly constructing knowledge.” 

Neil Mercer ( Oracy Cambridge )



 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


