
NATE 
Collections 
English Teaching Now

Collections of ideas, discussion, research and activities  
in NATE articles (from NATE Classroom, English  

Drama Media and English in Education)

COLLECTION 6
Speaking & Listening 

KS2 to KS4



Its all gone quiet over there! 03-06 
by Gareth Calway (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) Speaking, listening 
and football can be combined. KS3, KS4

Super speakers and lousy listeners  07-08 
by Ruth Bamford (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) When a 
surreptitious approach and some cooking can do the trick. KS3, KS4

Speaking and listening in A level English 09-10 
by Jane Bluett (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) Why students could 
be credited for their use of spoken English.  KS5

Speaking and listening: never a better time 11-13
by Alison Kelly, David Montgomerie, Kimberley Safford 
(Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) A look at the first principles, types of 
talk and some useful approaches.  KS2

The Magpie teacher  14-16
by Julie Blake (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) Food, for more hours of 
classroom fun and mouth-watering experiences.  KS3, KS4

How ICT can help with speaking and  17-19 
listening activities
by Sam Custance (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) Dialogic talk, 
digital cameras and other things to do.  KS3, KS4

The silence of the SATs preparation  20-22
by Phil Kendall (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) On remembering that 
oracy is crucial to the development of literacy even when silence is 
bliss.  KS2

In the company of wolves 23-25
by Pam Lewis (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) A fascinating theme to 
achieve quality speaking and listening through interactive strategies. 
KS1, KS2

Speaking and listening  26-28 
– implementing a programme  
by Ruth Glew (Classroom 3, Autumn 2007) How one literacy 
coordinator created a new strategy to address these crucial skills.  
KS1, KS2

Storyboxes for storytelling  29-31
by Simon Wrigley (Classroom 4, Spring 2008) Story-making, story-
changing, developing role and detail, and reflecting. KS1, KS2

Using technology to make assessment  32-35 
effective 
by Paul Stevenson (Classroom 11, Summer 2010) Describing the 
potential of digital video recording in order to pause, reflect, and 
talk in the moment before moving on.  KS4

Find out why you’ll want your students  36-37 
to talk in class
by Sally Melvin (Classroom 12, Autumn 2010) An outline of the 
National Literacy Trusts innovative project Words for work.  KS4

Special Needs pupils  38-40 
– high expectations for all?  
by Sean Stockdale (Classroom 12, Autumn 2010) Reflecting on 
NASENs projects and the National Year of Speech, Language and 
Communication in 2011. KS1 to KS4

Feet first 41-43
by Michael Connell (Classroom 15, Autumn 2011) Engaging 
pupils in new fiction with lost of discussion and drama activities. 
KS3, KS4 

A Life in Collaborative Learning:  44-49 
an interview with Stuart Scott 
by Valerie Coultas (English Drama Media, Autumn 2009) 
Exploring issues about classroom talk and group learning in 
dialogue with Stuart Scott. KS1-KS5

A Revival of Talk  50-53
by Valerie Coultas (English Drama Media, Spring 2010) Warning 
that test and surveillance culture in schools can inhibit vital 
experimentation with pedagogy. KS3, KS4

Making the Most of Talk  54-60
by Neil Mercer and Lyn Dawes (English Drama Media, Spring 
2010) Exploring strategies for achieving effective classroom practice 
in speaking and listening, drawing on findings from the influential 
Thinking Together research project. KS2, KS3

Speaking Up: Towards a More  61-66 
Oracy-based Classroom
by John Smith (English Drama Media, Spring 2010) Examining 
key ideas and issues in the development of oracy education, and 
exploring some current trends in and methods of approaching oracy 
in the classroom. KS1 to KS2

The Value of Talk  67-70
by Paul Thompson (English Drama Media, Spring 2010) 
Examining what can be learnt from formal and informal talk 
between students in the classroom. KS2 to KS4 

Work in Progress  71-78
by Diane Duncan (English Drama Media, Spring 2011) On Using 
Kensukes Kingdom to Develop Oral Language, Drama and Writing. 
KS2

Investigating talk in challenging classrooms – 
boys enjoy the power of talk 
by Valerie Coultas (English in Education Vol. 40, Issue 2, June 2006, 
pp. 40–54) Investigating pupil perceptions of lessons involving 
small group talk. This article is only available to NATE members or 
subscribers to English in Education. Click here to read an abstract 
or purchase the article. 

Listening – the Cinderella profile component of 
English
by Joy Alexander (English in Education Vol. 42, Issue 3, Autumn 
2008, pp. 219-233) Investigating the role of listening in English. The 
importance of reading with the ear is discussed, as is research into 
the views of teachers and pupils on this topic. This article is only 
available to NATE members or subscribers to English in Education. 
Click here to read an abstract or purchase the article. 

Speaking, listening and learning: a rationale for 
the Speaking and Listening Profile 
by Dorothy Latham (English in Education Vol. 39, Issue 1, Spring 
2005, pp. 60-74)  A structured model of assessment in this strand 
of English, showing clear definitive levelling in an easy-to-use format. 
This article is only available to NATE members or subscribers to 
English in Education. Click here to read an abstract or purchase the 
article. 

Contents

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1754-8845.2006.tb00790.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1754-8845.2008.00020.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1754-8845.2005.tb00610.x/abstract


NATE Collections 6 Speaking & Listening KS2 to KS4 308 NATE Classroom Issue 03 NATE Classroom Issue 03 09

Feature: It’s all gone quiet over there! Primary and Secondary

It’s all gone quiet
over there!
Speaking, Listening and Football

by Gareth Calway

‘...players often have
their own particular
grammar – not a
standard one.’

Here is a lesson I have used and enjoyed at all
Key Stages, as well as an INSET session
(including at last year’s NATE Conference).

Get a video of a football match (readily available
from any football club shop if you want to do it
officially) and run it without sound. Ask the class
– what’s missing? If they don’t immediately rush
you with the answers, play them any clip of the
screaming/yelling/ jabbering/describing/narrating/
analysing/exploring/persuading jamboree that is
a football match on TV as a prompt. What is
missing, of course, is an awful lot of speaking (of
various kinds, levels and volumes) and even
some listening. List what’s missing on the board
and then pool what you’ve got.

1. The first thing (which they often notice if they
go to an actual game after getting used to
televised games) is that no-one is ‘mediating’
– recreating/ explaining – the experience for
them. This mediation, which they often take in
with their mother’s milk – or at any rate with
their father’s canned lager – in this TV-
constructed age, is now technically very
sophisticated. Leaving aside the complex
mediation achieved by the cameras, screen
splitting, red button remote etc, there are
typically two speakers constructing the game
for you as you watch. These speakers perform
between all of the adult language functions
described by the educational linguist M.A.K.
Halliday, so if an adviser pops in while you
appear to be watching footy on telly, you can
have the pedagogical ball in the back of their
net before they even start to object. 

The first speaker is basically a ‘commentator’
who simply describes the action as it happens.
For instance, ‘Beckham receives the ball from
Ronaldo. He passes it to Van Nistleroy.’ The
second is a ‘commentator’ in another – much
more evaluative – way. (What TV bills as an
‘expert summariser’ – and the tabloids call a
‘pundit’ – notwithstanding that he is invariably
a failed manager who can’t get any other work
at the moment!) He – and it is almost always a
‘he’ – will say things like, ‘That was a beautiful
pass and if Beckham keeps doing that, he’s
going to split that defence right open for
Raoul to score before any of us is much older,
John. They’ve got to get to him quicker. Give
him less time on the ball.’ 

Goals are greeted by a crescendo of
excitement from the ‘commentator’,
sometimes shading into vocal incoherence or,
in the case of Radio 5’s Alan Green when
Beckham scored the goal that took England to
the 2006 World Cup Finals, actual screaming
(I have a recording of it and it IS actual
sustained screaming). The same goals are
then greeted by a euphoric and/or anguished
evaluation like it’s a matter of life and death

(or as the Liverpool manager Bill Shankly
once joked, not a matter of life and death,
much more important than that) from the
‘expert summariser’. A journalistic code of
‘balance’ is supposed to apply, particularly on
the BBC with its world perspective (and
commitment ‘to inform, educate and
entertain’) but this supposed detachment of
the pundit is generally relative to whether
England are playing. The half time punditry of
ex-players, and increasingly even of managers
and players involved in the game, is then
wheeled on and ex-England stars generally
self parody themselves (‘hard man’ Hanson ,
‘sneak thief’ Lineker, ‘wicked satirist’
Lawrensen, ‘silky-cultured’ Ginola etc) while
making genuinely expert analysis of what has
happened on the pitch during the first half.
The other and much less fettered kind of
evaluative commentary comes from the
crowd, ‘Johnson – you’re useless!’ ‘Hughes,
you idle tosser, what was that?!’ 

2. The ‘choral’ speaking of the crowd – the
chanting, group barracking, (predominantly
but not exclusively male voice) choir that
shapes the experience and is exhilarating
and/or terrifying depending on your
relationship with it (what side you’re on; who
you’re standing with; how much you’ve had to
drink). This includes the orgiastic
YEEEEEEEEEEEEEEES that accompanies a
goal for your own side – Bernstein’s restricted
code is an expression of solidarity that is 
more profoundly felt by many males than any
other relationship outside of marriage and
sadly sometimes not even excluding marriage
– and the deathly silence accompanying a goal
for the opposition. (In fact, both at once,
though from dialectically opposed areas of the
ground.)�

‘This supposed
detachment of the
pundit is generally
relative to whether
England are playing.’

Gareth Barry, Joe Cole, 
Shaun Wright Phillips, 
Micah Richards and 
Emile Heskey line up with
mascots at Wembley Stadium
before the England v Israel
UEFA Euro 2008 match on 
8th Sept 07. Photograph 
here and on next page –
Michael Owen scoring the
second goal for England –
courtesy of The FA/Action
Images/ Andrew Couldridge.
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3. Another version of punditry occurs at the end of
the game and includes the players and the
manager involved in the game itself. Paul
Whitehouse’s version of Jose Mourinho sends
this up beautifully but the managers themselves
are petty good at self parody too; they certainly
‘play’ themselves to the gallery of the media. The
fact that players often have their own particular
grammar – not a standard one – is another
feature here. For instance, after a game, a player
interviewed about a tackle will generally mix his
tenses – giving the impression that he is still
actually experiencing that tackle or goal though
he is aware that the rest of the game is past.
‘Towards the end of the game, Smithy’s knocked
it over the keeper’s head and I’m there to put it
in but the keeper leaves his foot in and I go over
for the penalty. It was definitely a penalty. We
were robbed’. 

4. If pupils are at the game itself, both simple
commentary and evaluation – the latter often
conflated with and overwhelming the first – is
provided by at least fifty know-alls who are
commentating on their view of the match that is
happening in front of their eyes. ‘He’s got to stop
Beckham before he gets the ball.’ ‘Our winger’s
done that twice now – he should pass it. Pass it
you moron! I SAID PASS IT YOU MORON!!’ This
kind of commentary is notoriously and by
definition partial and biased – and not just in
favour of the team supported. More interestingly
it is biased in favour of an entire world view
being loudly championed before a (always highly
competitive – sometimes even hostile and
critical) crowd all afternoon. It is a defiance of
other combative males, a kind of rutting ritual. 

I am writing as though the crowd is only male –
increasingly it is not and the behaviour of women
in such crowds rewards enquiry, but that would
be an article in itself. Let us just say for present
purposes that the industrial strength chauvinism
(in every sense) on the football terraces remains
largely unreconstructed, perhaps one of the last
(along with Australia), though more available for
imitation or resistance or criticism by women
(and indeed men) than it used to be. For
classroom purposes, the traditional, generic and
still largely male-dominated behaviour and
discourse of football have important value for us
as teachers of boys’ speaking and listening.
Hence, a man who believes that a certain player

or a certain managerial strategy is inadequate
will spend ninety minutes yelling that ‘fact’ at
every opportunity – often, comically – with at
least one rival critic proclaiming the opposite
evaluation of the same physical evidence.
(‘Nicely blocked, Smith. That’s better now get it
up to the forwards.’ v. ‘Oh great – the big boot
from Smith as usual. Keep it on the friggin’ floor,
you asshole.’) This is not the atmosphere of an
academic debate, though each speaker certainly
has a thesis. It is certainly, however, an
atmosphere that has invaded politics and
education (along with league tables) from the
‘rutting’ and ‘joshing’ that is masculine sport and
spectatorship.

There are of course wonderful classroom
possibilities here. A suggested lesson might run as
follows.

1. Play them the clip without sound. In pairs ask
them to recreate the game – for radio or TV –
with one partner simply ‘explaining, describing,
narrating’ what they see and the other offering
periodic analysis and/or argument. It is not
necessary to know the actual names of the
players, though if you choose an England or
Manchester United game, they are likely to know
more of the names that you do. The analysis
need not be ‘expert’ – though it often will be,
brilliantly so – it is sufficient that some level of
‘explore, analyse, comment’ is attempted. The
same lesson strategy can be applied to board or
computer games incidentally, though you do not
generally have a model to compare it to. It can
certainly be applied to other games and sports
than football. Football is the most familiar in
most cases though and also the most ‘hectic’,
packed with examples.

2. Play them the clip again with the sound. Ask
them to note any phrases and quirks of spoken
style – metaphors and similes, non-standard
grammars etc – that are used. Most important of
all, ask them to note any differences they 
spot in the tone and style of the two language
functions being modelled. Remind them they 
are listening to two (or even three) different
language functions: explain/describe/narrate
(the commentator) versus analyse and/or persuade
(the expert summariser). They should find that
the two language functions create, in effect, two
different languages.

3. Armed with some of the material and insight 
of (two) pairs, join up into groups of four and
now mediate a new clip for TV or radio. Ask the
groups specifically to think of ‘football
commentator’ metaphors during the
commentary on the game. (My favourite recently
– during a workshop – was, ‘The crowd have
been silenced by that. It’s like a library in there,
Ron.’ Once one member of the group has
established what is factually happening, ask the
other three to think of different points of view
about what is happening. Again, you will often
have people in the class who have all sorts of
opinions about the worth or otherwise of certain
players. But if they don’t, simply copy the
models seen previously and ‘put a case’ about
the actual incidents seen. An example might be,
‘He should have passed’ and ‘No, he did the right
thing because when he passed before, the other
player lost it.’ 

4. Many of the songs that are chanted at a game
cannot be duplicated in the classroom. (The use
of the word ‘buzzard’ in place of the insult ‘fat
ba****d’ is a useful tactic, incidentally.) But
many of the structures of rhymed and rhythmical
poetry are ready made for you if you are
prepared to risk a few models from the terraces.
These are tribal chants, with pleasing sound-

meaning correlation and with a graphic structure
that can be taught. They do not all involve
swearing and they are often bastardisations (if I
may use the term) of pop songs. As you teach the
tribal poetry you can also, of course, add a
critique of the tribalism but such channelling of
tribal aggression in an invasion game is (you
might argue) at least better than actual fighting,
invasion and war…

5. The blend of commentary, analysis and self-
expression in the spoken tasks here can, of
course, be carried into all the writing that comes
out of sport in newspapers, programmes, song
lyrics, poems etc – but that is for another issue.�

Gareth Calway
Poet, performer and English teacher

‘...an expression of
solidarity that is
more profoundly
felt by many males
than any other
relationship...’

‘...the industrial strength
chauvinism (in every sense) 
on the football terraces remains
largely unreconstructed.’

Joe Cole and fan. Photograph courtesy of The FA/Action Images/
Matthew Childs.
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I wish I could meet the person who decided some
years ago that all children in the country should
be graded on their speaking and listening skills.
The person who decided that a child should
receive a single grade for both these skills has
obviously not met many children. Has anyone
ever met a child who was equally good, or bad, at
speaking AND listening?

As usual, the students in my unit all fall off the
end of whatever the government of the moment
considers a normal development scale. They can
all argue coherently enough to hold their own in
any court in the land. They are well-versed in
informal and formal language; they know their
rights and can use language very effectively to
get what they want. They know that if they swear
at a teacher they will be sent home. Yippee!
Conversely, they all, without exception, have
extreme difficulty in listening. Why should they
listen, when their perception is that adults rarely
listen to them?

Presumably the whole point of learning to speak
and listen effectively is to smooth a path through
adulthood: 
• to know when to speak and when to listen 
• to have successful relationships
• to hold down a job
• to be a good parent
• to deal effectively with authority.

These are the sort of things I focus on in the
classroom. I always find that my students need a
reason to learn anything and so pointing out that
telling a customer to ‘eff off’ would get them the
sack, has more effect that telling them not to
swear at a teacher.

When I first have a new group of students, the
same thing always strikes me. They know that
they are supposed to be quiet when someone else
is talking, but they don’t realise they are
supposed to ‘LISTEN to the chosen speaker’. In
my time as a HRPLC (highly respected primary
literacy coordinator to those of you who are
reading me for the first time) I never used to
believe in the ‘Eyes on me’ tactic. I always used
to say ‘Ears’ instead. Students can be looking
straight at you but not be taking in a word you
say. Obviously that no longer works because my
current students do not (initially) believe that
anything I say could possibly be of interest to
them. The only thing they ever hear without my
having to repeat it is, ‘Would you like to make
yourself a cup of tea?’

There are colleagues who think that not enough
writing goes on in my classroom. I believe that
some teachers are scared of initiating discussion
with students like mine, for fear that it will get
‘out of control’. My students quickly become

aware that I am unshockable, and no subject is
barred. We talk almost all the time. Yes, I know
this is not very good training for reintegration to
mainstream, but they have the rest of their
school days to be silent in class.

So, back to the surreptitious approach of
improving their listening (and speaking) skills
without the students being aware of it. 

One of the first things I do is my version of
twenty questions called ‘Guess what’s in my hand
and if you guess what it is you can keep it’. I can
only answer yes or no and the students can have
as many questions as they like. I always have a
secret collection of tiny items such as dice, coins,
sweets etc. Christmas cracker contents are
always useful. Students are quick to catch on to
wasted or superfluous questions and learn
questioning strategies without knowing it. I will
never forget the time I had a sachet of pepper in
my hand. The students had ascertained that it
was both paper, and edible. The winner
proceeded to show off by eating it whole!

If I want to get a message across without actually
talking to the students, then my TA and I will
have a conversation with each other, knowing
that the students will eavesdrop. Have they been
good enough to cook this week, or a reminder
about a uniform check. This works better than
telling them directly.

On the subject of cooking, we cook a meal most
Fridays. My TA prepares the food with the
students in the kitchen. This is a new experience
for most of them who do not learn to cook with
their mums or dads, let alone eat with them. Our
students are not the sort who are used to making
polite conversation around the dinner table! As
we eat, we review the week and award prizes and
certificates for good behaviour. Just maybe, they
will remember these experiences when they
become parents.

I also rely heavily on the Listening Skills resource
books (now published by Imaginative Minds Ltd).
They are photocopiable sheets of varying
difficulty and interest levels that the students fill
in according to my spoken instructions. For
example there might be ten footballers on the
page and each one needs a different colour strip,
number and hair colour. Initially I will have to
read a single instruction six or seven times but
after a few weeks I might only have to say it
twice. Like most of the things I do, these would
seem to me to be more suitable for younger
students but my students have not had normal
childhoods or a normal primary school
experience and so do not regard these activities
as ‘childish’. 

Students are more willing to listen if you tell
them they will not have to write afterwards. After
we have read a passage or watched a video, I will

expect each student to either ‘say something
intelligent’ about it or ask a sensible question.
This works for whatever age or ability student
you are working with, whether they are 5 or 55. 

Something I learnt from my line manager, who
has had much PRU experience, is the value of
giving the students something to do when you
want them to listen to a video or a visiting
speaker. As an HRPLC I would never have dreamt
of allowing students to colour in while watching
a video. We were not allowed to let them colour
because colouring had ‘no learning value’. Now I
know different. It must be all these kinaesthetic
learners! I have seen our students listen intently
to a famous author whilst colouring in at the
same time. This would have once struck me as
very rude, but the questions the students asked
him afterwards proved how well they had
listened. We have a regular visitor who talks
about his evacuation experiences during the war.
He brings pear drops for the children to eat while
he is talking and the students always behave
immaculately for him. These are the same
students who are thrown out of almost every
normal mainstream lesson. 

What else have I learnt about improving speaking
and listening skills with these difficult students? 

Shouting doesn’t work. 
• If you listen to them they are more likely to

listen to you. 
• Insist on social niceties such as please, thank

you and pardon. 
• Refuse to accept grunting as a means of

communication.
• Have zero tolerance of swearing in class.
• All adults in the class should be excellent role

models.

If all this happens consistently in your classroom
then you are blessed indeed. I am far from
perfect. I still shout occasionally, and even drop
the odd swear word, but I am rewarded by the
visits we get from ex-students who remember
their speaking and listening experiences with us
more than their reading and writing ones! �

Ruth Bamford
Learning Support Unit manager in a school in 
South East England

‘Students
can be
looking
straight 
at you
but not 
be taking
in a word
you say.’

‘Refuse to accept
grunting as a means
of communication

Super
speakers 
and lousy
listeners
by Ruth Bamford

‘The person who decided 
that a child should receive a
single grade for both these
skills has obviously not met
many children.’
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Feature: Super speakers and lousy listeners

I wish I could meet the person who decided some
years ago that all children in the country should
be graded on their speaking and listening skills.
The person who decided that a child should
receive a single grade for both these skills has
obviously not met many children. Has anyone
ever met a child who was equally good, or bad, at
speaking AND listening?

As usual, the students in my unit all fall off the
end of whatever the government of the moment
considers a normal development scale. They can
all argue coherently enough to hold their own in
any court in the land. They are well-versed in
informal and formal language; they know their
rights and can use language very effectively to
get what they want. They know that if they swear
at a teacher they will be sent home. Yippee!
Conversely, they all, without exception, have
extreme difficulty in listening. Why should they
listen, when their perception is that adults rarely
listen to them?

Presumably the whole point of learning to speak
and listen effectively is to smooth a path through
adulthood: 
• to know when to speak and when to listen 
• to have successful relationships
• to hold down a job
• to be a good parent
• to deal effectively with authority.

These are the sort of things I focus on in the
classroom. I always find that my students need a
reason to learn anything and so pointing out that
telling a customer to ‘eff off’ would get them the
sack, has more effect that telling them not to
swear at a teacher.

When I first have a new group of students, the
same thing always strikes me. They know that
they are supposed to be quiet when someone else
is talking, but they don’t realise they are
supposed to ‘LISTEN to the chosen speaker’. In
my time as a HRPLC (highly respected primary
literacy coordinator to those of you who are
reading me for the first time) I never used to
believe in the ‘Eyes on me’ tactic. I always used
to say ‘Ears’ instead. Students can be looking
straight at you but not be taking in a word you
say. Obviously that no longer works because my
current students do not (initially) believe that
anything I say could possibly be of interest to
them. The only thing they ever hear without my
having to repeat it is, ‘Would you like to make
yourself a cup of tea?’

There are colleagues who think that not enough
writing goes on in my classroom. I believe that
some teachers are scared of initiating discussion
with students like mine, for fear that it will get
‘out of control’. My students quickly become

aware that I am unshockable, and no subject is
barred. We talk almost all the time. Yes, I know
this is not very good training for reintegration to
mainstream, but they have the rest of their
school days to be silent in class.

So, back to the surreptitious approach of
improving their listening (and speaking) skills
without the students being aware of it. 

One of the first things I do is my version of
twenty questions called ‘Guess what’s in my hand
and if you guess what it is you can keep it’. I can
only answer yes or no and the students can have
as many questions as they like. I always have a
secret collection of tiny items such as dice, coins,
sweets etc. Christmas cracker contents are
always useful. Students are quick to catch on to
wasted or superfluous questions and learn
questioning strategies without knowing it. I will
never forget the time I had a sachet of pepper in
my hand. The students had ascertained that it
was both paper, and edible. The winner
proceeded to show off by eating it whole!

If I want to get a message across without actually
talking to the students, then my TA and I will
have a conversation with each other, knowing
that the students will eavesdrop. Have they been
good enough to cook this week, or a reminder
about a uniform check. This works better than
telling them directly.

On the subject of cooking, we cook a meal most
Fridays. My TA prepares the food with the
students in the kitchen. This is a new experience
for most of them who do not learn to cook with
their mums or dads, let alone eat with them. Our
students are not the sort who are used to making
polite conversation around the dinner table! As
we eat, we review the week and award prizes and
certificates for good behaviour. Just maybe, they
will remember these experiences when they
become parents.

I also rely heavily on the Listening Skills resource
books (now published by Imaginative Minds Ltd).
They are photocopiable sheets of varying
difficulty and interest levels that the students fill
in according to my spoken instructions. For
example there might be ten footballers on the
page and each one needs a different colour strip,
number and hair colour. Initially I will have to
read a single instruction six or seven times but
after a few weeks I might only have to say it
twice. Like most of the things I do, these would
seem to me to be more suitable for younger
students but my students have not had normal
childhoods or a normal primary school
experience and so do not regard these activities
as ‘childish’. 

Students are more willing to listen if you tell
them they will not have to write afterwards. After
we have read a passage or watched a video, I will

expect each student to either ‘say something
intelligent’ about it or ask a sensible question.
This works for whatever age or ability student
you are working with, whether they are 5 or 55. 

Something I learnt from my line manager, who
has had much PRU experience, is the value of
giving the students something to do when you
want them to listen to a video or a visiting
speaker. As an HRPLC I would never have dreamt
of allowing students to colour in while watching
a video. We were not allowed to let them colour
because colouring had ‘no learning value’. Now I
know different. It must be all these kinaesthetic
learners! I have seen our students listen intently
to a famous author whilst colouring in at the
same time. This would have once struck me as
very rude, but the questions the students asked
him afterwards proved how well they had
listened. We have a regular visitor who talks
about his evacuation experiences during the war.
He brings pear drops for the children to eat while
he is talking and the students always behave
immaculately for him. These are the same
students who are thrown out of almost every
normal mainstream lesson. 

What else have I learnt about improving speaking
and listening skills with these difficult students? 

Shouting doesn’t work. 
• If you listen to them they are more likely to

listen to you. 
• Insist on social niceties such as please, thank

you and pardon. 
• Refuse to accept grunting as a means of

communication.
• Have zero tolerance of swearing in class.
• All adults in the class should be excellent role

models.

If all this happens consistently in your classroom
then you are blessed indeed. I am far from
perfect. I still shout occasionally, and even drop
the odd swear word, but I am rewarded by the
visits we get from ex-students who remember
their speaking and listening experiences with us
more than their reading and writing ones! �

Ruth Bamford
Learning Support Unit manager in a school in 
South East England

‘Students
can be
looking
straight 
at you
but not 
be taking
in a word
you say.’

‘Refuse to accept
grunting as a means
of communication

Super
speakers 
and lousy
listeners
by Ruth Bamford

‘The person who decided 
that a child should receive a
single grade for both these
skills has obviously not met
many children.’
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Speaking and listening
in A Level English
by Jane Bluett

Feature: Speaking and listening in A Level English

‘There is no speaking and listening at A Level’ I
hear you cry. Well, in terms of assessment you
would be absolutely right. Some glaring
oversight at QCA? Or is it just not necessary to
assess these skills at KS5? Ironically the main
means by which we deliver A Level English is
through discussion and collaborative learning.
This necessitates good speaking and listening
skills. Assessment of speaking and listening
constitutes 20% of the marks at GCSE and
assessment stops there. Why?

The study of Literature necessitates discussion,
although from personal experience I know that
you can quite happily survive a degree course in
the subject without ever opening your mouth. It
certainly necessitates listening, if only to work
out which lectures not to attend. The teaching of
Literature demands that teachers are able to read
aloud effectively. Where do we learn this? Of
course, our Literature courses are full of
opportunities for students to develop their
confidence in speaking and listening but the
truth remains that they don’t have to. Literature,
ultimately, is about reading and writing when it
comes to exam success. Interestingly, the new
extended projects coming on line in 2008 require
that students are able to speak to their work, as
they will have to do at university or more
obviously, in their careers.�

‘Half an hour spent listening
quietly to the radio, or a podcast
is half an hour well spent.’
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In your average day at school or college, what
percentage of time do you consider you spend
speaking and listening as opposed to reading and
writing? Unless you operate entirely through
email and your classes all work in silence I
suspect the majority of communication is oral
and aural. 

A colleague and I were discussing student
perceptions of speaking and listening and there
were two examples which struck me as apposite
to the question at hand. In the first case, two
nervous, young female students at Open Evening
were very keen to study A Level English
Literature but worried that they would have to
talk in front of the class. In the second case, a
very capable A2 Language student with a broad
accent and strong dialect asked how she could
improve her grasp of Standard English and
modify her intonation.

How do we as A Level English teachers address
these concerns? It is to be hoped that at the end
of two years the nervous literature students
would be quite happy to speak in front of a class
but I know that this is not necessarily the case. 

The student of English Language poses a more
interesting dilemma. Any English Language
course demands that students learn about
speech, how it is produced, how it is used in
social contexts and various attitudes towards
accent and dialect. They learn how to transcribe
it, they may even collect it as data for
investigation but they are nowhere required to
use it themselves in an assessed context. I am no
advocate of increased assessment at A Level but
this does strike me as a little odd. Teaching
students that vocal manipulation is a cultural
asset is all well and good but when do they get to
practise this art? Students, like the one cited
above, are very aware that confident use of
Standard English can be very advantageous in
certain contexts and I sometimes wonder
whether we pay enough attention to developing
this confidence in the A Level classroom. English
is an international language, being able to use it
effectively as such has to be something that we as
English teachers address. You would not expect
to learn a foreign language without speaking it
unless, like me, you studied it for A Level in the

‘Students should be able to be
credited for their own use of
spoken English … particularly 
in A Level Language.’

early 80s. You would not expect to find students
in EFL classrooms not developing their own
pronunciation and intonation. In both these
contexts oral ability is valued and assessed.

Of course we could suggest that all our students
enrol on speech and drama courses or engage in
Public Speaking but that seems to miss the point.
Students should be able to be credited for their
own use of spoken English at A Level,
particularly in A Level Language. At present we
seem to be providing the theory with no
opportunity for them to engage in the practical.
Listening is such an underrated skill at this level.
Thankfully new technology now means that we
have ample opportunities to provide students
with good quality listening materials: the BBC
website is a mine of fabulous spoken word
resources; the Poetry Archive means that we can
bring poets into the classroom. Students have no
excuse not to practise their listening abilities. Of
course, the first time I asked students to listen to
a Radio 4 documentary in class, I was greeted
with the anticipated spoken dismay but they get
used to it. Half an hour spent listening quietly to
the radio or a podcast is half an hour well spent.
It’s also one of the quickest ways of widening
students’ awareness of the wonderful varieties of
spoken English. The English Language as it is
used around the world is now simply a click away.
Getting students to listen to each other, however,
is a wholly different ball game. My favourite
approach is to get two students to discuss the
work of another. The student whose work is
being discussed must sit and listen without
speaking at all. Simple, effective and not easy 
to do.

So, is there Speaking and Listening at A Level?
Well of course there is. It could, however, be far
more imaginatively incorporated into the
curriculum. That these skills constitute a mere
20% of the marks at GCSE is woeful, but that
they are completely ignored by assessment at A
Level is appalling. Speaking and listening skills
impact hugely on the ‘taught’ skills of reading
and writing and it is through speaking and
listening that that most of the world’s
communication is conducted. If there is one
thing that students like to do it is talk and it’s
about time that they were given credit for this
uniquely human ability. �

Jane Bluett
Teacher of A Level English at Bilborough College,
Nottingham

‘Listening is such 
an underrated skill
at this level.’
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Presentational talk is the product, whilst
exploratory talk reflects processes of learning.
Children use presentational talk when they report
back to peers, teachers or the whole school in
assemblies; this is a valuable skill. Exploratory talk
occurs when children are problem-solving,
investigating, developing ideas, drafting. In
contrast to presentational talk, exploratory talk is
more tentative, less complete and often involves
dialogue. Both have their place and teachers can
plan for opportunities for each; both offer rich
contexts for assessing children’s understanding. 

These talk types are well illustrated in the familiar
‘jigsaw’ technique which can be used in any
curriculum area. In the following example, Year 5
pupils have been reading Philip Pullman’s short
novel The Firework Maker’s Daughter; they have
been set a group task of creating a poster
introducing the main characters which they will
present to a Year 4 class who are about to begin
reading the book.

Initially, the children are placed in ‘home’ groups of
four and each is allocated a character: Lila, Chulak,
Lalchand and Rambashi. These groups are then
disbanded in favour of ‘expert’ groups, each of
which will look at one character. Using prompt
sheets provided by the teacher, the children discuss
and make notes in readiness for reporting back to
their home group. So, the group focusing on Lila
are asked to decide on three adjectives which best
describe her. One child’s suggestion of ‘wilful’ is
hotly disputed by the others in the group and they
finally settle upon ‘determined’, ‘brave’ and
‘clever’. This exploratory talk gives way to more
formal presentational talk when the experts report
back to the home group and when the final
presentations are made to the Year 4 class. 

Teaching talk: getting started 
Create ‘Ground Rules’ 
If you feel a bit unsure about how to begin creating
a speaking and listening classroom, it is useful to
establish ‘ground rules’ for talk with the children.
Get their ideas about what they value in a listener,
and how they would like to be able to speak to 
the whole class, in a small group or in a paired
situation. You can brainstorm these guidelines
together and these can then be posted around the
classroom or laminated on A4 cards for group
work. Ground rules for talk are useful in re-focusing
children if you feel discussions are not productive,
and children enjoy the responsibility of managing
their own talk (and disputes!) by referring to the
rules. Here are some examples (from Boys on the
Margin by K. Safford, O. O’Sullivan and M. Barrs,
2004) which were developed by two KS2 classes:

• We take turns to speak
• We listen to each other
• We look at the person talking
• We respect each other and are polite
• We ask questions to encourage and to show we

have listened

• If someone says something wrong or makes a
mistake, we try not to laugh. We treat each other
with respect

• We may disagree at times but explain why in a
polite way

• We think before we ask questions or express an
opinion

• We can try to reach an agreement
• We try not to interrupt because it distracts their

ideas, flow and concentration

Use your toolkit 
In The Guided Construction of Knowledge
(2000), Neil Mercer identified useful teaching
techniques which enable children to become
effective and reflective speakers and listeners. He
called these ‘the teacher’s toolkit’ for talk,
observing that when teachers continually rephrase
and respond to children’s oral language, children
emulate the teacher’s higher-level model of talk.
The teacher’s toolkit involves responding to what
children say and describing the shared classroom
experience through a range of oral techniques:

• Confirmations: ‘Yes, that’s right…’
• Repetitions: ‘You’ve told us that “the ice-cap

melted gradually”…’
• Reformulations: ‘Over millions of years, the ice-

cap diminished…’ 
• Elaborations: ‘Many scientists hypothesise that

global warming is responsible for this…’
• ‘We’ statements: ‘We’ve researched some

evidence for this…’ 

Sharpen up your questioning skills
Knowledge of the range of question types provides
a powerful tool for personalised learning and
ensuring that all children can be drawn into class
and group discussions. In this example, a group of
teachers considered how a great work of art – such
as Velasquez’s Las Merinas –could be used to
generate different types of questions. There are
opportunities for literal, closed questions�

Kinds of talk

Making plans

Investigating and solving problems

Raising questions

Working out meanings in texts

Reflecting

Rehearsing

Giving explanations

Informing and entertaining others

Reporting and summarising

Interviewing

Telling stories

‘...we try
not to
laugh.
We treat
each
other
with
respect.’
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Presentational – Exploratory talk graphic developed by CLPE 
from Barnes, D. (1992) Communication to Curriculum Portsmouth
NH: Heinemann
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Feature: Speaking and listening: never a better time

Talk can also promote inclusion, reflecting
children’s diverse language communities and
experiences. A language-rich curriculum respects
and draws upon Standard English, dialects, and
languages other than English so that children are
enabled to make choices about how, where and
when to use language. 

Experienced teachers are well-versed in
strategies for using talk effectively in the
classroom but some basic principles are always
worth repeating, considering and developing.
What follows is a reminder of some techniques
and their rationale, as well as a few specific
examples of useful approaches.

Types of talk 
As teachers, we know that children can be
talkative and classrooms can be chatty places but
sometimes we may have concerns about how
productive or focussed the children’s talk is. 

Particular types of talk promote learning. In
Thinking Voices – the work of the National
Oracy Project (1992) Douglas Barnes suggested
two broad categories of talk for learning which
teachers have found useful: presentational and
exploratory. 

Speaking and listening:
never a better time
by Alison Kelly, David Montgomerie,Kimberly Safford

Opportunities to develop speaking and listening
in the classroom have never been better. The
Rose Review’s welcome endorsement of a
‘language-rich’ curriculum recognises the status
and value of spoken language. The renewed
Primary National Strategy firmly reinstates
talk as a learning medium, with the first four
strands of objectives relating to speaking and
listening. Oracy is no longer a poor relation to
literacy but recognised as the bedrock of
children’s learning.

Oracy: why it’s important
In his book Thought and Language,
psychologist Lev Vygotsky described how
thought and language go hand-in-hand. Talk not
only shapes thinking but is also a window into
the child’s mind. When we talk through ideas
with each other we move our thinking forward.
The National Curriculum places emphasis on the
importance of thinking skills – ‘knowing how’ –
and it is talk that powers these. Reasoning,
enquiry and creative thinking will all flourish in
classrooms that value and promote spoken
language. 

‘Talk ... is
a window
into the
child’s
mind.’

Las Meninas, detail of the lower half depicting the family of Philip IV (1605-65) of Spain, 1656 (oil on canvas) (detail of 405) by Velasquez,
Diego Rodriguez de Silva y (1599-1660) ©Prado, Madrid, Spain/ Giraudon/ The Bridgeman Art Library
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Presentational talk is the product, whilst
exploratory talk reflects processes of learning.
Children use presentational talk when they report
back to peers, teachers or the whole school in
assemblies; this is a valuable skill. Exploratory talk
occurs when children are problem-solving,
investigating, developing ideas, drafting. In
contrast to presentational talk, exploratory talk is
more tentative, less complete and often involves
dialogue. Both have their place and teachers can
plan for opportunities for each; both offer rich
contexts for assessing children’s understanding. 

These talk types are well illustrated in the familiar
‘jigsaw’ technique which can be used in any
curriculum area. In the following example, Year 5
pupils have been reading Philip Pullman’s short
novel The Firework Maker’s Daughter; they have
been set a group task of creating a poster
introducing the main characters which they will
present to a Year 4 class who are about to begin
reading the book.

Initially, the children are placed in ‘home’ groups of
four and each is allocated a character: Lila, Chulak,
Lalchand and Rambashi. These groups are then
disbanded in favour of ‘expert’ groups, each of
which will look at one character. Using prompt
sheets provided by the teacher, the children discuss
and make notes in readiness for reporting back to
their home group. So, the group focusing on Lila
are asked to decide on three adjectives which best
describe her. One child’s suggestion of ‘wilful’ is
hotly disputed by the others in the group and they
finally settle upon ‘determined’, ‘brave’ and
‘clever’. This exploratory talk gives way to more
formal presentational talk when the experts report
back to the home group and when the final
presentations are made to the Year 4 class. 

Teaching talk: getting started 
Create ‘Ground Rules’ 
If you feel a bit unsure about how to begin creating
a speaking and listening classroom, it is useful to
establish ‘ground rules’ for talk with the children.
Get their ideas about what they value in a listener,
and how they would like to be able to speak to 
the whole class, in a small group or in a paired
situation. You can brainstorm these guidelines
together and these can then be posted around the
classroom or laminated on A4 cards for group
work. Ground rules for talk are useful in re-focusing
children if you feel discussions are not productive,
and children enjoy the responsibility of managing
their own talk (and disputes!) by referring to the
rules. Here are some examples (from Boys on the
Margin by K. Safford, O. O’Sullivan and M. Barrs,
2004) which were developed by two KS2 classes:

• We take turns to speak
• We listen to each other
• We look at the person talking
• We respect each other and are polite
• We ask questions to encourage and to show we

have listened

• If someone says something wrong or makes a
mistake, we try not to laugh. We treat each other
with respect

• We may disagree at times but explain why in a
polite way

• We think before we ask questions or express an
opinion

• We can try to reach an agreement
• We try not to interrupt because it distracts their

ideas, flow and concentration

Use your toolkit 
In The Guided Construction of Knowledge
(2000), Neil Mercer identified useful teaching
techniques which enable children to become
effective and reflective speakers and listeners. He
called these ‘the teacher’s toolkit’ for talk,
observing that when teachers continually rephrase
and respond to children’s oral language, children
emulate the teacher’s higher-level model of talk.
The teacher’s toolkit involves responding to what
children say and describing the shared classroom
experience through a range of oral techniques:

• Confirmations: ‘Yes, that’s right…’
• Repetitions: ‘You’ve told us that “the ice-cap

melted gradually”…’
• Reformulations: ‘Over millions of years, the ice-

cap diminished…’ 
• Elaborations: ‘Many scientists hypothesise that

global warming is responsible for this…’
• ‘We’ statements: ‘We’ve researched some

evidence for this…’ 

Sharpen up your questioning skills
Knowledge of the range of question types provides
a powerful tool for personalised learning and
ensuring that all children can be drawn into class
and group discussions. In this example, a group of
teachers considered how a great work of art – such
as Velasquez’s Las Merinas –could be used to
generate different types of questions. There are
opportunities for literal, closed questions�

Kinds of talk

Making plans

Investigating and solving problems

Raising questions

Working out meanings in texts

Reflecting

Rehearsing

Giving explanations

Informing and entertaining others

Reporting and summarising

Interviewing

Telling stories

‘...we try
not to
laugh.
We treat
each
other
with
respect.’
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Presentational – Exploratory talk graphic developed by CLPE 
from Barnes, D. (1992) Communication to Curriculum Portsmouth
NH: Heinemann
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Talk can also promote inclusion, reflecting
children’s diverse language communities and
experiences. A language-rich curriculum respects
and draws upon Standard English, dialects, and
languages other than English so that children are
enabled to make choices about how, where and
when to use language. 

Experienced teachers are well-versed in
strategies for using talk effectively in the
classroom but some basic principles are always
worth repeating, considering and developing.
What follows is a reminder of some techniques
and their rationale, as well as a few specific
examples of useful approaches.

Types of talk 
As teachers, we know that children can be
talkative and classrooms can be chatty places but
sometimes we may have concerns about how
productive or focussed the children’s talk is. 

Particular types of talk promote learning. In
Thinking Voices – the work of the National
Oracy Project (1992) Douglas Barnes suggested
two broad categories of talk for learning which
teachers have found useful: presentational and
exploratory. 

Speaking and listening:
never a better time
by Alison Kelly, David Montgomerie,Kimberly Safford

Opportunities to develop speaking and listening
in the classroom have never been better. The
Rose Review’s welcome endorsement of a
‘language-rich’ curriculum recognises the status
and value of spoken language. The renewed
Primary National Strategy firmly reinstates
talk as a learning medium, with the first four
strands of objectives relating to speaking and
listening. Oracy is no longer a poor relation to
literacy but recognised as the bedrock of
children’s learning.

Oracy: why it’s important
In his book Thought and Language,
psychologist Lev Vygotsky described how
thought and language go hand-in-hand. Talk not
only shapes thinking but is also a window into
the child’s mind. When we talk through ideas
with each other we move our thinking forward.
The National Curriculum places emphasis on the
importance of thinking skills – ‘knowing how’ –
and it is talk that powers these. Reasoning,
enquiry and creative thinking will all flourish in
classrooms that value and promote spoken
language. 

‘Talk ... is
a window
into the
child’s
mind.’

Las Meninas, detail of the lower half depicting the family of Philip IV (1605-65) of Spain, 1656 (oil on canvas) (detail of 405) by Velasquez,
Diego Rodriguez de Silva y (1599-1660) ©Prado, Madrid, Spain/ Giraudon/ The Bridgeman Art Library
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(‘How many people are in the picture?’); for
inferential questions (‘Who do you think is the most
important person in the picture?’) and for deductive
ones (‘Is this a rich or a poor household?’). The
latter could be extended to include evaluative (‘Why
do you think that…?’). 

Create contexts for talk
Opportunities for talk are opportunities for active
learning and children need repeated experiences to
practise speaking and listening. Incorporate talk
into your planning, enabling children to talk in pairs
and in groups, in a range of curriculum areas.
These moments can be as brief as one minute (‘talk
to the person next to you – what do you think will
happen next?’) and as long as a piece of string
(‘discuss in your groups until you agree how the
story should end.’). You can observe how such
activities invite children to use exploratory
language and justify their reasons, using phrases
such as ‘I think…because…so that…’ and what
this reveals about their thinking and understanding.
Such opportunities can involve problem-solving,
collaborative drafting and writing, experimenting,
designing and crafting. Children also need to have
a clear understanding of why they are talking, for
example, to solve a puzzle, to create an image, to
arrive at a conclusion, or to communicate to an
audience. 

Drama
Process drama can offer powerful contexts for
developing children’s spoken language. A particular
effective approach is based on the work of Dorothy
Heathcote, Gavin Bolton and Cecily O’Neill (see
Drama for Learning by D. Heathcote and G.
Bolton) and involves the teacher working in role
alongside children. When a teacher assumes a role
she can model, channel and extend language in a
range of fictitious drama contexts. Such an
approach can afford children the opportunity to
reason, challenge, persuade and negotiate in role. 

For example, Waddell and Oxenbury’s multi-layered
picture book Farmer Duck draws on aspects of
Orwell’s classic Animal Farm and has potential for
use in a Nursery or a Year Six Class. The plot
presents the unfair treatment of animals and the

eventual displacement of the original farmer.
However, drama allows you to explore situations
with children before, during and after those
presented in the story. Here are some possibilities. 

1. Go into role with the children as the unfairly
treated animals. In this situation you may choose
to discuss plans, reason with the powerful
farmer, or persuade others to take the dangerous
course of revolutionary action and be prepared
to justify such action to others. 

2. Take on the role of the farmer and argue against
attempts at negotiation by the animals.

3. Choose to go sideways into the story and assume
the roles of neighbouring farmers/animals
reacting to the news of the farmer’s eviction

4. Go forwards in time to consider the problems of
farm management by the victorious animals.
While animals such as cows have an obvious
economic contribution to make – just what
purposes might pigs serve?

As these dramatic situations develop, the language
in use serves different purposes. Note the following
example where a reception child has taken on the
role of the farmer’s mother. She has abdicated her
responsibilities for his behaviour and is attempting
to persuade a hostile audience that the unhealthy
diet she provided for him as a child was justified. 

Anna (Spoken with an air of resignation and in
persuasive tone) I couldn’t bear to have
him whining at me after dinner so I just
had to give him it.

Teacher Does he whine a lot? …When your son
whines you let him have what he wants?

Anna If they whined a lot of times…well I don’t
want a whiner at dinner …because then it
would be a really waste what you have
just cooked for them and that. So you just
have to give him what they have... or
otherwise you waste it.

In every dramatic situation, there is the need for
talking for a range of social purposes. Children are
used to this demand from their early play
experiences. You have only to observe a themed
home corner such as a hospital to hear children
complaining, diagnosing, reassuring and
prescribing. Drama capitalises on these early play
experiences and enables teachers of children at any
age to focus and extend the use of talk in the
classroom. Such talk can provide authentic
pathways and reasons for a range of writing (for
example, in the example above, the children could
go on to write healthy recipes and shopping lists for
the mother and her farmer son). 

In conclusion, it is important that children
themselves have opportunities to reflect on the
value of talk. A Year 5 boy commented (in Boys on
the Margin by Safford et al, 2004) on how talk
helps him to think:
‘I get to understand their ideas as well as mine, so I
can get a mixture of both ideas, instead of just
having mine.’ �

Alison Kelly, David Montgomerie, Kimberly Safford
Roehampton University

‘...just
what
purposes
might
pigs
serve?’
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It’s an old adage that we get two ears and one
mouth because listening is twice as hard as
speaking, and in most of the classrooms I’ve ever
been in it’s at least double that. I’m not
advocating gene-splicing experiments to give us
all four ears, merely recommending periodic 
re-reading of Henry Reed’s Naming of Parts as
a reminder of the brain’s genius for being in two
places at once whenever someone else is telling
us something. The trick to good speaking and
listening activities is to try and make one of those
places, the one involving the educational
objectives, more interesting than the other. For a
while, anyway… 

The Magpie
Teacher
by Julie Blake

And so, what could possibly be more interesting
to a class full of growing youths than food?
Especially if you teach them the lesson before
break, before lunch, or just as the mid-afternoon
munchies are kicking in… The new British
Library Food Stories webpages are a fantastic
resource for all sorts of English activities and
especially, with their emphasis on interview
material, for speaking and listening. Don’t be at
all fazed by their descriptions as resources for
Geography, Citizenship and History, though this
could be fecund seed for a cross-curricular
project. 

Food stories
First catch your webpage: go to
www.bl.uk/learning, click on History &
Citizenship, then Food Stories. I recommend
salivation and sampling the juicy ingredients
first, in which case click on >Launch interactive.
When you have gorged yourself on the wonderful
spread of food story interviews, transcripts,
descriptions and questions, you could come back
to the Food Stories home page and read the
recipes: the menu on the right hand side will lead
you to the Teachers’ Notes and Student Activities
page. What follows are some ways of developing
and extending these ideas into Speaking and
Listening activities that suit English curriculum
objectives.

Changes in Eating Habits
The primary source of information on this site is
a set of interviews with a fascinating variety of
people talking about different aspects of their
relationship with food. In the Changes in Eating
Habits section of the site, there are four
interviews:

• John Lowery talks about his Mum’s food
during WWII

• George Herbert discusses cooking at the local
bakehouse

• Colin Lighten remembers his family’s weekly
eating patterns

• Norman Robson remembers his family’s
grocery shop

There is an activity here, for a start, that involves
students listening carefully to the content, either
playing the audio files through your IWB
speakers for a whole class focus or students
listening to them on headphones in an ICT suite.
Depending on the year group, you could have
students doing paired recall of the main points
(checking back against the transcript afterwards
to evaluate their listening skills), using this
information to answer structured questions; or
you could have paired recall leading into more
complex discussion to compare and evaluate the
ideas presented.

Having developed a taste for the content and the
tangible materiality of working with audio source
material, the next step could be the activity
described in the British Library’s Classroom
Activities document: interviewing older people
the students know about changes in eating
habits. This is presented as a semi-structured
interview with broad topics to ask about,
including:

• School dinners 
• Food cooked at home during childhood 
• Their idea of British food and ‘foreign’ food 
• ‘Eating out’ in past decades 
• Eating food from abroad for the first time 
• Food in relation to health 

‘...there
will be
moments
of minor
chaos.’

If you have all students working with the same
headings, there will be lots of scope for
comparison between the interviews. You could do
some nice work here on interview techniques
with older students, with some practice in taking
turns as interviewer and interviewee. 

Then send them off to interview an older person;
the older the better! If that activity is a
boomerang you’ll never see again, you could try
bringing some older people into the classroom
for small group interviewing, or try taking your
students into a day care or residential home for
elderly people. Obviously, that would take more
preparation, possibly some work on respect for
elderly people and almost certainly one or two
judiciously applied death threats about behaviour
in a public place, but it could be a valuable ‘real
life’ experience of story-telling.

Information from these interviews could of
course simply be recorded as brief notes. There
is something very special about audio recording,
though, both in terms of playback and recall and
in terms of the power of hearing someone’s
voice. Wherever possible, recording equipment
should be used and many schools and/or students
will have access to some equipment: cassette
recorders; laptops with a microphone; many
mobile phones have a recording device; many
digital cameras can capture video; video
cameras; digital voice recorders; Dictaphones,
etc. Students should be provided with a consent
form for their interviewee to sign which explains
the nature of the project, your contact details and
in what ways the recording will be used,
including their use for student research and any
publication of the audio files, such as on the
school intranet. This is important modelling of
ethical research behaviour. 

Once students have their recordings in whatever
format, they can summarise and compare the
main points with each other and with the British
Library recordings they started with. This group
discussion could then lead into all sorts of
different kinds of spoken presentation: radio
features, scripted or improvised drama, formal
presentation, etc.

Retail experience
Shopping: another top topic and another part of
the Food Stories website. These are the
interviews included in this area of the site.

• Jenny Linford discusses buying fish at a market
• Delia Green describes her mother’s corner shop
• Supermarket employee discusses clubcards
• David Gregory describes early memories of

supermarkets

As before, start with careful listening work to
develop an overview of the topic area and some
discussion to evaluate the ideas presented
This could develop into a great role play activity,
as suggested in the Classroom Activity document.
First, students investigate, with range of�

‘...listening
is twice as
hard as
speaking.’
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places at once whenever someone else is telling
us something. The trick to good speaking and
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places, the one involving the educational
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to a class full of growing youths than food?
Especially if you teach them the lesson before
break, before lunch, or just as the mid-afternoon
munchies are kicking in… The new British
Library Food Stories webpages are a fantastic
resource for all sorts of English activities and
especially, with their emphasis on interview
material, for speaking and listening. Don’t be at
all fazed by their descriptions as resources for
Geography, Citizenship and History, though this
could be fecund seed for a cross-curricular
project. 

Food stories
First catch your webpage: go to
www.bl.uk/learning, click on History &
Citizenship, then Food Stories. I recommend
salivation and sampling the juicy ingredients
first, in which case click on >Launch interactive.
When you have gorged yourself on the wonderful
spread of food story interviews, transcripts,
descriptions and questions, you could come back
to the Food Stories home page and read the
recipes: the menu on the right hand side will lead
you to the Teachers’ Notes and Student Activities
page. What follows are some ways of developing
and extending these ideas into Speaking and
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The primary source of information on this site is
a set of interviews with a fascinating variety of
people talking about different aspects of their
relationship with food. In the Changes in Eating
Habits section of the site, there are four
interviews:

• John Lowery talks about his Mum’s food
during WWII

• George Herbert discusses cooking at the local
bakehouse

• Colin Lighten remembers his family’s weekly
eating patterns

• Norman Robson remembers his family’s
grocery shop

There is an activity here, for a start, that involves
students listening carefully to the content, either
playing the audio files through your IWB
speakers for a whole class focus or students
listening to them on headphones in an ICT suite.
Depending on the year group, you could have
students doing paired recall of the main points
(checking back against the transcript afterwards
to evaluate their listening skills), using this
information to answer structured questions; or
you could have paired recall leading into more
complex discussion to compare and evaluate the
ideas presented.

Having developed a taste for the content and the
tangible materiality of working with audio source
material, the next step could be the activity
described in the British Library’s Classroom
Activities document: interviewing older people
the students know about changes in eating
habits. This is presented as a semi-structured
interview with broad topics to ask about,
including:

• School dinners 
• Food cooked at home during childhood 
• Their idea of British food and ‘foreign’ food 
• ‘Eating out’ in past decades 
• Eating food from abroad for the first time 
• Food in relation to health 
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If you have all students working with the same
headings, there will be lots of scope for
comparison between the interviews. You could do
some nice work here on interview techniques
with older students, with some practice in taking
turns as interviewer and interviewee. 

Then send them off to interview an older person;
the older the better! If that activity is a
boomerang you’ll never see again, you could try
bringing some older people into the classroom
for small group interviewing, or try taking your
students into a day care or residential home for
elderly people. Obviously, that would take more
preparation, possibly some work on respect for
elderly people and almost certainly one or two
judiciously applied death threats about behaviour
in a public place, but it could be a valuable ‘real
life’ experience of story-telling.

Information from these interviews could of
course simply be recorded as brief notes. There
is something very special about audio recording,
though, both in terms of playback and recall and
in terms of the power of hearing someone’s
voice. Wherever possible, recording equipment
should be used and many schools and/or students
will have access to some equipment: cassette
recorders; laptops with a microphone; many
mobile phones have a recording device; many
digital cameras can capture video; video
cameras; digital voice recorders; Dictaphones,
etc. Students should be provided with a consent
form for their interviewee to sign which explains
the nature of the project, your contact details and
in what ways the recording will be used,
including their use for student research and any
publication of the audio files, such as on the
school intranet. This is important modelling of
ethical research behaviour. 

Once students have their recordings in whatever
format, they can summarise and compare the
main points with each other and with the British
Library recordings they started with. This group
discussion could then lead into all sorts of
different kinds of spoken presentation: radio
features, scripted or improvised drama, formal
presentation, etc.

Retail experience
Shopping: another top topic and another part of
the Food Stories website. These are the
interviews included in this area of the site.

• Jenny Linford discusses buying fish at a market
• Delia Green describes her mother’s corner shop
• Supermarket employee discusses clubcards
• David Gregory describes early memories of
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develop an overview of the topic area and some
discussion to evaluate the ideas presented
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speaking.’
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material and degrees of independence according
to age and ability, campaigns against
supermarkets. These could include the Friends of
the Earth ‘Real Food’ campaign, with a wealth of
information to be found at www.foe.co.uk, then
click >Campaigns, then >Real food and then
>Resource. Also look at the Tescopoly campaign
with its website at www.tescopoly.org. You
might also find material related to local
campaigns against supermarkets in these sources
or in your local newspaper archives.

Give students roles to research and prepare for.
The headings used on the Friends of the Earth
site could usefully be adapted for this and will
help make the reading and research task much
more manageable:

• Campaigners
• Experts
• Farmers
• General readers (or local residents)
• Local/regional decision makers
• Media
• Retailers (big supermarket and small local

shops)

You could then role-play a public enquiry into the
proposed opening by a large supermarket of a
new superstore in your locality, with you (or a
student in need of a leadership challenge) in role
as the appointed chairperson whose task it is to
hear the case and make a recommendation one
way or the other to the Secretary of State. You’ll
need to work out a sensible process for hearing
all of the arguments and there will be moments of
minor chaos, but this kind of activity can support
very rich learning that might also be useful in
later life, including developing the confidence to
engage in formal spoken presentation and public
argument.

Gadgets and gizmos
And finally, another suggestion in the British
Library Classroom Activities document is to
design a new gadget for preparing food. This is a
creative activity that could give rise to all sorts of
speaking and listening. Perhaps start with the
Wallace and Grommit breakfast-making contrap-
tion, with students watching it and giving their
responses to this gadget. Then move into
discussion of the most useful/most ridiculous
gadget in the Lakeland food preparation catalogue
or website (www.lakeland.co.uk). My nomina-
tions for the latter are the spiraliser, the spudnik
potato masher and the banana slicer. All sorts of
junkmail homeware catalogues can be treasure
troves of images and ideas for this kind of work. 

Once students have explored what makes a
good/appalling gadget, let loose their creativity
to design something original, e.g. a technical
improvement of an existing gadget, a gap in the
market or an aesthetic improvement of an
existing gadget. The outcome could be each
person giving a straightforward presentation and
justification of their idea to others. Or it could be
done in groups and followed up with a full-on
Dragon’s Den-style role play (lots of clips and
information on the BBC’s webpage about the
programme), where students have to ‘pitch’ their
idea to potential investors. No prizes for guessing
which version I prefer! Hours of classroom fun,
an easy link to your school’s enterprise policy
and a great opportunity to practise and evaluate
the success of different persuasive styles of
presentation. �

Julie Blake
Freelance writer, educational consultant

PS The British Library have 20 CDs they
would like to give away! The first 20 email
requests (to classroom@nate.org.uk) with
names and addresses, will represent the
lucky recipients of many valuable lesson
resources in a handy collection.
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How ICT can help with
speaking and listening
activities
by Sam Custance

H.G. Wells, The Signalman by Charles Dickens,
and The Black Cottage by Wilkie Collins. Having
carried out initial preparation work into the
meaning of ‘Gothic’, we embarked upon reading
the first story. I paused at key moments to ask
questions but this time I instigated the rules of
dialogic talk (see them online at www.
standards.dfes.gov.uk/secondary/keystage3/
downloads/en_sld_spr07_rls_dia_0002207.
pdf). This worked a treat. The class explored the
text in ways that no other class had. We ended
the lesson having a 13-minute discussion
regarding whether we felt H.G. Wells believed in
ghosts and whether we could compare the
narrator’s experience to our own. I had not
spoken once. Success! Here are my rules for
dialogic talk:
1. Explain to the class that you are going to try

not to interrupt their dialogue. (Any behaviour
management can still be made with non-verbal
communication).

2. Start the conversation with a big meaty
question which the students will be eager to
respond to e.g. ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’

3. Encourage the idea that when the person
talking has finished making their point, they
have the responsibility to choose the next
person to contribute. To show that they want
to speak, the students raise their hands and
wait for the last person who contributed to say
their name.

4. If one student is being continually ignored by
the others, explain that this will be a reason
for you to interrupt and ask the person
speaking to ask that student to contribute.

5. Don’t make verbal comments about what they
say. (This is really difficult.) However,
encourage the students to develop points and
praise each other. If students know you are not
going to be reinterpreting or repeating their
contributions, then they know that they need
to convey their ideas and listen to each other
carefully the first time. 

6. Gradually encourage students to ask each
other and develop the question from the
original one being explored, for example: ‘Do
you think H.G. Wells believed in ghosts and
why do you think that?’�

My Year 9 students were our target Level 5s; a
lively bunch who, when given the right ignition,
spark off lots of ideas. However, rather than
being a series of systematic, well organised and
developed debates, our classroom discussions
appeared to be more like a series of Chinese
firecrackers being let off: lots of brilliant ideas,
but with no development. As their teacher, my
contribution to the dialogue was frequently
something like this: ‘Steve, that is an excel –
Justin, stop doing that – lent idea….’ 

I wanted to investigate how ICT could help me
with speaking and listening activities. Techniques
that I have found useful include dialogic talk 
and recording discussions using 2Simple’s
‘2Connect’ software; using Google images to aid
discussions about language in a pre-twentieth
short story; and PowerPoint for explanations
(which will include me sharing a confession 
with you).

Back to my Year 9 class. I desperately wanted to
move away from using talk as a tool for
controlling behaviour, but I was not sure how to
do so. So when I recently attended an English
Leaders’ Development Course where the new
DfES ‘Speaking and Listening’ CD ROM was
discussed and given out, I took a shine to the disc
and one of the techniques that was being
introduced, called dialogic talk. This disc allowed
me to observe how other English teachers had
used methods such as dialogic talk in their
classrooms, albeit with perfectly behaved and
focused children, all of whom were curiously in
perfect uniform! I couldn’t help asking myself if
my rowdy lot could be anything like those I had
just seen on the disc.

Dialogic talk
Before I introduced dialogic talk to my Year 9s, I
was sceptical of this technique. I thought it could
end up going horribly wrong. But in fact, despite
attempting this approach last lesson on a Friday,
I could not have been happier with the results. 

At the end of the year I had been preparing the
class for their GCSE curriculum by focusing on
three Gothic short stories: The Red Room by

‘I had not
spoken
once.
Success!’
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Using guided reading cards to generate
discussion
Each group was given a card to prompt their
discussions. Each card had an area on the
concept map so that each group could see how
their ideas would contribute towards a whole
class discussion and they could also see how
their ideas could be linked with others.

Presenting using 2Simple’s ‘2Connect’
software
In the next lesson they had to present their ideas
back to the class. Now at this point, I always have
difficulties. I want the students to listen to each
other, but also take valuable notes from those
giving input. There are other good, concept-
mapping programmes (such as ‘Inspirations’ by
TAG Learning) but I turned to 2Simple’s
‘2Connect’ software that I had available. Check
out www.2simple.com for further information.
This software is marvellous. It easily allowed my
Year 9 students to create electronic concept
maps and let them focus upon developing and
linking their ideas, all with one easy click. The
boxes are easily moved by simply dragging and
are colour coded with one click. What also
appealed to my students was the ability to draw a
brief visual reminder of what the words were
referring to.

Each group now presented their ideas back to
the class, but whilst the class listened, someone
from outside their group made notes on my
laptop, using the 2Connect software. This
student could not keep up – but after each
presentation the class had listened so carefully
that they were able to calmly instruct the student
with what they had missed out and had to type
into the concept map. When it came to the
students having to write about the stories, this
mapping was invaluable. Rather than having to
recall discussions on numerous occasions to the
whole class as well as to individuals, like a
repetitive parrot in a bid to jolt their memories of

all the great ideas that were discussed, I was able
to show them the maps to prompt their memories
(and mine) and they considerably aided their
essay writing.

Using everyday ICT programmes to record
discussions
1. You (or a student) can collate the ideas

discussed if you are using software that allows
easy movement, such as Word. Here I must
share something which you may have always
known, but I only learnt in March: if you
highlight a word, then let go of the touch pad
or mouse button so that the word is still
highlighted, rather than cutting and then
pasting it you can simply drag it by holding
down the left button. Make sure you see a
vertical dotted line and when the text is in
place, let go of the button. Try it: just think of
all those unnecessary clicks! Now you can
visually link, develop and edit and move the
spoken ideas around with ease as well as save
and recall them later. Use them to encourage
your most reluctant writer (who may, thanks
to many hours in front of a PC playing games,
turn out to be a whiz round the keyboard) and
encourage your students to take an active role
in listening to and developing discussions. 

2. If the students react to a record of the
discussion appearing ‘ready-made’ on the
board by complacently switching off and
carrying on their own private conversations,
consider only revealing the computer screen
from time to time. Asking students to recall
valuable points can be a good way of ensuring
that you have their attention and that they are
able to remember or think about what has
been discussed. 

3. Of course, if you are keen to use your IWB and
for students to use the handwriting tool, then
this also a great way of keeping their notes.
Consider, too, the very useful ability of being
able to print off a record of the conversation
for students who were away.

Googling for imagery
To continue the students’ understanding of The
Red Room, I wanted to use ICT to aid the
students’ appreciation of the imagery and unpick
some of the complex language. So I selected
words or phrases from each story and typed
them onto PowerPoint slides. The students then
had to illustrate by finding and using Googled
images to show their inference and deduction
skills. At the end of each lesson, I asked each
student to save their favourite image into the
returns folder, which is our place where students’
work can be electronically handed to the teacher.
For our plenary, each student had to show the
picture they’d found and explain how it helped
them to understand the imagery and language
from the story. This was so successful that each
student now has over 200 images for the three
stories. It has helped them to understand and
also analyse the language used. For example, it
was noted that ‘fire’ was both a symbol of
comfort in The Red Room and The Signalman
but a source of violence in The Black Cottage.
Students recognised that the phrase ‘systematic
examinations’ appeared in both The Red Room
and The Black Cottage leading them to make
connections between the characters’ reactions to
events, but also how the author creates a sense of
fear. Using this technique also encouraged
students who were unfamiliar with the new
vocabulary to find out what it meant, so that they
could make sure that their image married with
the quotation (albeit not always successfully!). A
note of caution is required here; that when using
a search engine, inappropriate images can
occasionally leak through even filtered systems,
so keep an eye on what appears on their screens.

The power was always there
I have a confession to make. I feel embarrassed
to say that I did not realise I could annotate in
PowerPoint. There, I said it. I have had my
interactive whiteboard for two years, and only
recently did I discover that I did not have to
import the document into my whiteboard
software in order to annotate it. No-one had
explained to me that when you are viewing a
show (provided that you have PowerPoint 2003
or later) if you move your cursor to the bottom
left hand corner four symbols will appear: an
arrow pointing left, a pen, a slide and another
arrow pointing right. Yes, you guessed it, I never
realised that if I left clicked over the pen, then I
could have a pen or highlighter. I share my
embarrassing secret as I believe that Word and
PowerPoint can do so many things, yet how many
of us have ever been trained in using them? Or
are we are expected to know their magical ways
simply through telepathy? Go on, try it: make
sure you are viewing the show (press F5) move
the cursor left and voilá, instant annotation
available even if you don’t have an interactive
whiteboard, or if you don’t want to import the
PowerPoint into the whiteboard software.

Digital cameras and storyboarding
My favourite unit of work in Year 7 is based upon
the English and Media Centre’s Media Book
(www.englishandmedia.co.uk). Called ‘Out’, 

the assessment task is for students to create a
storyboard for their own narrative. As a class, we
list ideas for photos that we could clearly take in
school (as the pictures are taken during lesson
time). The students work in groups of four to
create their narrative. Discussions, revolving
around the decision making and planning
process, are fascinating to observe. 

When it comes to assisting with the photography
and technical skill of transferring the pictures, I
hand picked and recruited eight of my Year 10
Media Studies students to help iron out any
difficulties; one year 10 (I was lucky enough to
get a handful off timetable for one lesson) was
assigned to each Year 7 group. It was
enlightening see my Year 10 students share their
knowledge and understanding with Year 7 and for
the Year 7s to be listening so carefully. Year 10
had to be careful to allow the Year 7’s to be
creative in their own right and not to take over. 

When the pictures had all been taken, selected
and imported into PowerPoint, the Year 7s had to
share the task of showing and telling their
narrative to the class as well as explaining how
and why certain camera angles were used. This
speaking and listening exercise enabled a good
assessment for the Year 7s and it had the added
advantage of affording an assessment for the
Year 10s GCSE English as well. The technology
both inspired the students to work together and
gave the assessments a real focus. Bonus!

Three more ideas 
I could write a whole article about any one of the
following ideas. Here are the kernels of further
suggestions for using ICT to develop speaking
and listening skills:
1. Word Walls to disguise and then reveal text

I recommend Trevor Millum and Chris
Warren’s CD ROM from NATE called
Unlocking Literature Approaching Poetry
at KS4 which has this and many other
examples of ingenious ideas for you.

2. Using PowerPoint or SMART Notebook to
create Venn diagrams
A classic device but always worth repeating:
using two interlocking circles to enclose
notes, allowing repeated or shared points to
go in the overlap, allows clear comparisons
and contrasts to be made. This is great for
teaching ‘Poems from Different Cultures’ for
GCSE.

3. Using digital cameras to create collages
for poems, novels and short stories
Having a collage as a focus for discussion
enables students to have visual support but
avoids the peril of simply reading bullet
pointed notes from a PowerPoint presentation.
It also encourages the students to talk about a
wider range of ideas.

All these activities have been easy to implement
but, more importantly, fun to deliver. And so the
resulting good work led to one highly satisfied
teacher! �

Sam Custance
English teacher, Holsworthy Community College, Devon

‘…all with
one easy
click.’

‘…they
were able
to calmly
instruct
the
student…’

‘Now at
this point, 
I always
have
difficulties
…’

‘I have a
confession
to make.’

The concept map from the presentations of ‘The Red Room’
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mapping was invaluable. Rather than having to
recall discussions on numerous occasions to the
whole class as well as to individuals, like a
repetitive parrot in a bid to jolt their memories of

all the great ideas that were discussed, I was able
to show them the maps to prompt their memories
(and mine) and they considerably aided their
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1. You (or a student) can collate the ideas
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known, but I only learnt in March: if you
highlight a word, then let go of the touch pad
or mouse button so that the word is still
highlighted, rather than cutting and then
pasting it you can simply drag it by holding
down the left button. Make sure you see a
vertical dotted line and when the text is in
place, let go of the button. Try it: just think of
all those unnecessary clicks! Now you can
visually link, develop and edit and move the
spoken ideas around with ease as well as save
and recall them later. Use them to encourage
your most reluctant writer (who may, thanks
to many hours in front of a PC playing games,
turn out to be a whiz round the keyboard) and
encourage your students to take an active role
in listening to and developing discussions. 

2. If the students react to a record of the
discussion appearing ‘ready-made’ on the
board by complacently switching off and
carrying on their own private conversations,
consider only revealing the computer screen
from time to time. Asking students to recall
valuable points can be a good way of ensuring
that you have their attention and that they are
able to remember or think about what has
been discussed. 

3. Of course, if you are keen to use your IWB and
for students to use the handwriting tool, then
this also a great way of keeping their notes.
Consider, too, the very useful ability of being
able to print off a record of the conversation
for students who were away.
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To continue the students’ understanding of The
Red Room, I wanted to use ICT to aid the
students’ appreciation of the imagery and unpick
some of the complex language. So I selected
words or phrases from each story and typed
them onto PowerPoint slides. The students then
had to illustrate by finding and using Googled
images to show their inference and deduction
skills. At the end of each lesson, I asked each
student to save their favourite image into the
returns folder, which is our place where students’
work can be electronically handed to the teacher.
For our plenary, each student had to show the
picture they’d found and explain how it helped
them to understand the imagery and language
from the story. This was so successful that each
student now has over 200 images for the three
stories. It has helped them to understand and
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was noted that ‘fire’ was both a symbol of
comfort in The Red Room and The Signalman
but a source of violence in The Black Cottage.
Students recognised that the phrase ‘systematic
examinations’ appeared in both The Red Room
and The Black Cottage leading them to make
connections between the characters’ reactions to
events, but also how the author creates a sense of
fear. Using this technique also encouraged
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vocabulary to find out what it meant, so that they
could make sure that their image married with
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note of caution is required here; that when using
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occasionally leak through even filtered systems,
so keep an eye on what appears on their screens.

The power was always there
I have a confession to make. I feel embarrassed
to say that I did not realise I could annotate in
PowerPoint. There, I said it. I have had my
interactive whiteboard for two years, and only
recently did I discover that I did not have to
import the document into my whiteboard
software in order to annotate it. No-one had
explained to me that when you are viewing a
show (provided that you have PowerPoint 2003
or later) if you move your cursor to the bottom
left hand corner four symbols will appear: an
arrow pointing left, a pen, a slide and another
arrow pointing right. Yes, you guessed it, I never
realised that if I left clicked over the pen, then I
could have a pen or highlighter. I share my
embarrassing secret as I believe that Word and
PowerPoint can do so many things, yet how many
of us have ever been trained in using them? Or
are we are expected to know their magical ways
simply through telepathy? Go on, try it: make
sure you are viewing the show (press F5) move
the cursor left and voilá, instant annotation
available even if you don’t have an interactive
whiteboard, or if you don’t want to import the
PowerPoint into the whiteboard software.

Digital cameras and storyboarding
My favourite unit of work in Year 7 is based upon
the English and Media Centre’s Media Book
(www.englishandmedia.co.uk). Called ‘Out’, 

the assessment task is for students to create a
storyboard for their own narrative. As a class, we
list ideas for photos that we could clearly take in
school (as the pictures are taken during lesson
time). The students work in groups of four to
create their narrative. Discussions, revolving
around the decision making and planning
process, are fascinating to observe. 

When it comes to assisting with the photography
and technical skill of transferring the pictures, I
hand picked and recruited eight of my Year 10
Media Studies students to help iron out any
difficulties; one year 10 (I was lucky enough to
get a handful off timetable for one lesson) was
assigned to each Year 7 group. It was
enlightening see my Year 10 students share their
knowledge and understanding with Year 7 and for
the Year 7s to be listening so carefully. Year 10
had to be careful to allow the Year 7’s to be
creative in their own right and not to take over. 

When the pictures had all been taken, selected
and imported into PowerPoint, the Year 7s had to
share the task of showing and telling their
narrative to the class as well as explaining how
and why certain camera angles were used. This
speaking and listening exercise enabled a good
assessment for the Year 7s and it had the added
advantage of affording an assessment for the
Year 10s GCSE English as well. The technology
both inspired the students to work together and
gave the assessments a real focus. Bonus!

Three more ideas 
I could write a whole article about any one of the
following ideas. Here are the kernels of further
suggestions for using ICT to develop speaking
and listening skills:
1. Word Walls to disguise and then reveal text

I recommend Trevor Millum and Chris
Warren’s CD ROM from NATE called
Unlocking Literature Approaching Poetry
at KS4 which has this and many other
examples of ingenious ideas for you.

2. Using PowerPoint or SMART Notebook to
create Venn diagrams
A classic device but always worth repeating:
using two interlocking circles to enclose
notes, allowing repeated or shared points to
go in the overlap, allows clear comparisons
and contrasts to be made. This is great for
teaching ‘Poems from Different Cultures’ for
GCSE.

3. Using digital cameras to create collages
for poems, novels and short stories
Having a collage as a focus for discussion
enables students to have visual support but
avoids the peril of simply reading bullet
pointed notes from a PowerPoint presentation.
It also encourages the students to talk about a
wider range of ideas.

All these activities have been easy to implement
but, more importantly, fun to deliver. And so the
resulting good work led to one highly satisfied
teacher! �
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English teacher, Holsworthy Community College, Devon
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Feature: The silence of the SATs preparation Primary

A dash of astro-physics
It is a fact that within every school there is a
Black Hole which, like every other Black Hole,
drags in all matter. This Black Hole is to be found
in Year 6 and is known universally as SATs
preparation. The truth is that, no matter how
many exemplification models you use, no matter
how carefully you explore the depths of the new
Framework, if you teach Year 6 you risk being
possessed by the content-centred demon that is
the Second Full Week in May. It is a many-
tentacled beast whose baleful influence spans the
entire curriculum. Here, of course, we will focus
only on literacy.

The trouble with Year 6 SATS preparation is that,
no matter how positively you approach it, it is all
too easy to slip into a defensive mind-set. You
become fixated by the requirements of the
literacy writing test – your pupils need to work at
speed, in silence, on their own, knowing
everything they need to know – and it is at this
point that life as a teacher starts to revolve
around ingraining these requirements as habit.
Year 6 classrooms all too easily develop a ‘Year 6
feel’: quiet, intense, purposeful, desk-bound.
Now I have no problem with some of these
qualities – ‘purposeful’ actually sounds rather
good, whilst even ‘desk-bound’ has its place on a
wet  Friday afternoon after a series of lunchtime
incidents – but putting them at the forefront of
teaching can blinker us to more effective ways of
achieving what we want.

This article is based around two ideas:
• that basing SATs preparation upon boys’

preferred learning styles offers the greatest
chance of success, and 

• that oracy is crucial to the development of
literacy – at any age – and that in order to
write fluently you need to have first done an
awful lot of talking.

Success at all costs
Boys never make mistakes. Of if they do,
never tell them they have.

It’s like driving to town on a Saturday morning.
Why is the man behind us in the silver BMW
flashing his lights? Have we a brake light out?
Has he mistaken us for someone else? Is he in a
rush to get to his golf club? And at this point the
wife (and she still does this despite thirteen years
of marriage) introduces a fourth possibility,
namely that he was happily driving along when I
pulled out in front of him rather abruptly, thus
forcing a 25mph reduction in his net speed.
Frostiness will always then ensue. 

No matter how old they are, the male of the
species is never wrong. So how do we cope in the
classroom? Ros Wilson’s concept of a fictitious
member of the class works really well. We call
ours Rupert. Rupert is the fall guy, the one who
actually makes the mistakes. If half the boys have
reverted to the radio commentary style of
dialogue (‘There’s a monster!’ ‘Quick, run away!’
‘Oh no – I’m dying!’) then, sure enough, so too
has Rupert. Poor lad, it’s his work that is trotted
out and is ripped to shreds in front of the class.
See what he’s done here? None of you would ever
write something like that, would you? Ooh never!
And they’re vicious towards him in a way that
they would never be towards one of their own.
Desperate times, desperate measures. 

The silence of the
SATs preparation
by Phil Kendall

Another trick is to head off failure before it
happens (especially as this is the time of year
when we adjust the traditional cycle of Plan-
Teach-Assess-Review to the more rectilinear
Teach-Assess-Shout). One approach to
improving sentence control is the ‘sentence
strip’. Each member of the class starts with a
blank sentence strip, onto which one sentence
must be written. Ideally (provided you’ve enough
adults in the room) they can only collect their
next strip on satisfactory completion of the
current sentence. If they insist on using the old
‘He entered the haunted house he saw a vampire
the vampire tore off his head’ approach to
sentence structure, simply tear off the offending
sections. It does slow the creative process down,
but the end product is infinitely more successful
– which does matter to boys.

Ha, ha – very funny
Yes, I know this is tough – especially on a cold
February morning the day after seeing the
damage boys can do to ‘The Queue’.  (For those
latecomers to SATS, think of everything that is
wrong with the English writing test, bundle it
up, tie a ribbon round it and call it ‘The
Queue’.)

Train them to ‘know their enemy’, the figure who
is waiting just around the corner in late May. On
the first day of Year 6, introduce them to Mr Sad
SATs-Marker, an abject, lonely figure who lives in
a candle-lit garret surrounded by dirty plates and
stacks of unmarked SATs papers. Everyone gets
to draw him, he features in biographies (‘never
had a girlfriend’), in horror stories (‘my paper
was late so I delivered it by hand’) and bears
responsibility for every iota of test technique
teaching (‘you know the sort of handwriting Mr
Sad SATs-Marker expects to see in your opening
paragraph?).

Getting downwind
There are so many genres of writing to cover at
Year 6, it is easy to develop text-type overload.
Try to approach each of them from as strange an
angle as possible (getting downwind of the boys,
so to speak). 

For instance: non-chronological reports. First
time around it’s easy to play safe and use the
exemplification materials (Deserts is a good
example - worthy, but a little  dry). More macho
is to use the Monster books (published by CGP).
The Giant Forest Guinea Pig (‘a killing machine’)
is a particular favourite of mine. We use the
interactive DVD, look at its food (anything and
everything), how you can spot one (‘from a long
way away’) and who its enemies are (we now
know what ‘suburbs’ are – they’re where town
and country meet, and where the Giant Forest
Guinea Pig and Urban Chameleon fight to the
death). At which point, half the class will ask, ‘Are
they real?’ They’re brilliant for hammering report
organisation into them as painlessly as possible.
And there’s lots of interaction (‘but he won’t let
me be his deadliest enemy . . .’).

Ad nauseam
Boys have the ability to talk rubbish without even
drawing breath – it’s just natural. As a result,
silence becomes a wonderful haven of sanity, a
way of cutting off the inconsequential babble –
and as this is SATs preparation time, even better!
Unfortunately, as we all know, the male of 
the species is incapable of multi-tasking (‘Are 
you listening to me or are you just looking at 
the football results?’ ‘Well . . .’) Consequently,
thinking and writing at the same time is a task
fraught with complications.�

‘…the content-centred demon
that is the Second Full Week 
in May.’

‘introduce them to Mr Sad
SATs-Marker, an abject, 
lonely figure …’
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rush to get to his golf club? And at this point the
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namely that he was happily driving along when I
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No matter how old they are, the male of the
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actually makes the mistakes. If half the boys have
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And they’re vicious towards him in a way that
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Boys need to be given every opportunity to
practise. It doesn’t matter what the area is –
learning spellings, creating sentences, planning
longer pieces of writing – boys need several runs
at a task before they have a go at ‘the real one’.
A good example of this is that wonderful boy-
friendly tool – the mind-map. Now a good mind-
map offers a structure that can be used to plan
almost any writing task. However, take care when
it comes to that essential middle step, the one in
between the planning and the writing: the
practising. Effectively they need to ‘perform’
their mind-map, usually orally, whether it is to a
partner or to a larger group, and then it needs to
be performed again! The more times a boy says
something, the easier it will become when they
need to write it.

It’s mine!
SATs preparation is the ultimate opportunity to
‘pour it down their throats’, a temptation that
must be avoided. Boys do not like to be told what
to do. They’re generally quite amenable about
the task in hand, but are far more tractable if
they think they’re making the decisions.
‘Spellings’ are a case in point.

Our spellings for the Spring term are based
around Larraine Harrison’s ‘Dangerous Words’
CD (rated by the class as ‘cheesy’ – which
apparently translates as ‘a light-hearted musical
indictment of the SATs spelling test’). An
individual chooses the track for the week – and
who can resist classics such as ‘handbag,
jewellery, Saturday’ – which then gives us a block
of spellings.

In each set of ten words, the tenth word is
missing. This word is chosen by someone 
in the class. Initially the humorists will offer 
‘cat’ as a possibility, usually followed by

‘antidisestablishmentarianism’, but eventually it
settles down, and interestingly it tends to be the
boys who bring along the more imaginative
suggestions.

Us against them
Until fairly recently ‘competition’ seemed to be
regarded as something of a dirty word; it still has
overtones of small boys playing up the slope, into
the rain, manfully trying to overturn a 17-0
deficit. Particularly ‘dodgy’ was the idea of boys
against girls – in some ways this was considered
sexist (although every successful game of Trivial
Pursuits seems to develop along these lines). My
personal view is that competition between boys
and girls is a fantastic motivator, but with one
proviso – the boys must win half the games (less
than half and they sulk, more than half and they
get cocky). 

Make everything as openly competitive as
possible.

• Spellings for the Spring term are played out as
a series of weekly battles. Points are awarded
for how many each team member gets right,
and the total is then turned into a percentage.
Rewards come in the form of the opportunity
to create a ‘mocking poster’: two members of
the winning team design said poster which
goes up on the wall. Content is basically along
the lines of ‘na na na na-na, we’re better than
you’, although by the end of the series, the
insults do become quite sophisticated. 

• Regularly use a wide range of games, the more
familiar they are with the game, the better.
Homophones, capital letters, word definitions
and vocabulary all get the competitive game
treatment.

• Use the boy-girl rivalry when setting up
writing tasks. Persuasive writing offers
interesting possibilities, a particular favourite
being ‘Why boys are better than girls’ (and
vice versa). Another angle is, when planning a
story, to ban them from using ‘best friends’ as
their two principal characters, but to throw
together an aggravating girl/boy pairing –
even simply role-playing the two characters
provides huge entertainment.  

A (very) short conclusion
SATs preparation is a delicate balancing act. On
the one hand, it is necessary to learn the art of
working in silence, but on the other it is all too
easy to see that as an end in itself. As they say: if
they can talk it, they can write it.  Yes. Even at
Year 6. 

(With due thanks to Alan Peate, Pie Corbett,
Ros Wilson, Larraine Harrison and the people
at CGP). �

Phil Kendall
Literacy Coordinator

‘…a
temptation
that 
must be
avoided.’
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How many stories about wolves could you name?
This was a question I posed at the start of a
workshop I ran at the NATE conference this year.
There are the obvious links to some of our oldest
traditional tales such as Red Riding Hood and
The Three Little Pigs. Then legends from
classical times such as Romulus and Remus,
modern classics such as The Wolves of
Willoughby Chase by Joan Aiken, up to more
recent retellings, Wolf Brother by Michele Paver
and haunting contemporary picture books such
as Wolves in the Wall by Neil Gaiman and Dave
McKean, The Wolf by Margaret Barbelet and
Janet Tanner, and the delightful and ironic
Wolves by Emily Gravett. 

For centuries universal myths, legends and
stories about these animals can be found across
cultures. Listening to the response to my
question, two things became obvious, first that
wolves are present in many well known stories
(see bibliography at the end) and second, that
they often get a bad press! Most of the stories we
remembered inevitably portrayed wolves as
predatory, scary and frightening beasts. However
not all stories about wolves take on this negative
viewpoint and the fact remains that these
amazing pack animals hold mystical and
fascinating qualities worth investigating. (See
Jani Howker’s book Walk with a Wolf
beautifully illustrated by Sarah Fox-Davies.)

Taking books and poems where wolves are
featured was the theme of some oral work
undertaken recently in a Y3 primary classroom. I
hoped to introduce ways into stories and poems
both known and new that were motivating and
interactive and where group discussion and
activity were central to the learning. 

New framework: Speaking and Listening
The revised primary framework for literacy at
last recognises the crucial element that speaking
and listening make in English teaching. The four
strands related to this mode – 1. Speaking 2.
Listening and responding 3. Group discussion
and interaction 4. Drama – provide the most
logical starting points for exploring stories,
poems etc. and the teaching sequences and
strategies I describe can be flexibly planned for
different age groups.

What follows is a description of how I worked
with one of the texts, where the objectives were
achieving quality speaking and listening through
interactive strategies. The outcomes would be
totally ‘oral.’ The activities explained here would
be completely transferable to other stories with
wolves or without!

Ways in
I began with a short picture book by Ann Turnbull,
The Last Wolf.’ Coincidentally, this story was used
in the KS1 SATs in 2000 and Patrice Baldwin and
Kate Fleming have also used this story in their
recent publication Teaching Literacy through
Drama (Routledge Falmer, 2003). 

Before sharing the story with the class, I selected
three extracts from the text and presented these
to groups for discussion. I was careful not to give
away the title of the story as I wanted group
members to be as open-minded as possible with
their interpretations.

In the company
of wolves
by Pamela Lewis

‘…mystical and fascinating
qualities worth investigating…’

‘…mystical and
fascinating qualities.’

Three extracts from The Last Wolf by 
Ann Turnbull

‘The people hated wolves. They said the wolves
killed their sheep and frightened children with
their howling at night. So they killed wolves
whenever they saw them.’

‘He paced up and down, up and down the length
of his cage, and his eyes were wild. The King
wanted the wolf to be content. 
“Give him the best food,” he said.’
He sent venison and veal from the royal table. But
still the wolf paced up and down, up and down,
and still his eyes were wild.’ 

‘The King was in despair. He remembered how
the wolves once howled in the moonlight, howling
on all the hills. He held out his arms to the moon
and begged, 
“Help me to save Grey Wolf.”’

As a focus for discussion I asked the following
questions:
• What kind of story could this be?
• Where might it be set?
• What might be happening?

Expected responses might be that it was some
kind of fable or traditional tale. The mention of a
threatened community, a king and a problem
provided clues to the kind of genre. This type of
introduction to an unknown story provides the
opportunity for groups to speculate, predict,
question. Collaboratively they can share and
discuss their knowledge and understanding of
narrative and make connections (intertext) with
other stories they know. 

Synopsis of first part of story
The Last Wolf is a story set in a distant kingdom.
At first the people lived in harmony with the
wolves who kept to the forest. But then the wolves
began to come into the towns and villages and
attack their livestock and frighten the children.
Consequently the people began to kill them until
there was only one wolf left. This was a grey wolf
which was captured and taken to the King who
kept him locked in a cage within the palace. 

Visual Clues
Next I provided six illustrations from the book
and asked the groups to sequence these adding
an oral commentary. They would then present
their version of the story to the rest of the
groups. By allowing each group to compose their
own version of events, a unique narrative is
constructed and shared. Each group provides an
original telling of the story using each image
which they have sequenced. It doesn’t matter if
the order of pictures does not follow the original
story as the children have made sense and
meaning themselves. At this point, the children

still have no knowledge of the original story
structure, but emphasis is on the children
making meaning themselves. This is a strategy
teachers can use with any text. It draws on many
literacy skills of prediction, intertext, knowledge
about how texts work, knowledge of genre and
leads to different interpretations. 

Returning to the story we then shared the first
two pages of the book where the scene is set,
characters introduced and paused again at the
first point of tension where the townspeople are
worried because they realise the wolves are
coming down into their community and
threatening their way of life. 

Meet and Greet 
This is an excellent teaching strategy in which
pupils are given roles ( or think of their own). 
A ‘meeting’ is organised in the ‘town hall’ to
discuss the problem of the wolves and for
townsfolk to meet each other and share what
they know. (See Larraine Harrison’s article in
NATE Classroom Issue 2, June 2007.)

Children who are unused to working in role
might benefit from the teacher being ‘hot-seated’
as one of the characters to ‘model’ this for the
pupils. Other drama strategies would work
equally as well for example, thought-tracking,
conscience alley, or freeze-framing an
important scene from the story.

By now the children have entered the world of
the book and gained insight into the issues and
tensions surrounding the story. At this point I
returned to the text and read on. 

Synopsis of final part of story: 
The grey wolf was all alone and wouldn’t eat. The
King was most anxious that the wolf would die of
loneliness. A magical resolution comes to the
animal’s rescue with the creation of a ‘she-wolf’
from the sliver moon. Now the grey wolf had a
companion, was set free and returned to the hills.
The people vowed never to kill wolves again and
soon the sound of howling was heard in the
distance. 

There are many opportunities to ‘stop the action’
as the narrative unfolds. Realising the
consequences of keeping ‘the last wolf’ in
captivity opens the way to discuss the moral
issues from different viewpoints (the extinction
of a species, the safety and livelihood of the
community, the guilt and emotions experienced
on watching the wolf’s health deteriorate.)�
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How many stories about wolves could you name?
This was a question I posed at the start of a
workshop I ran at the NATE conference this year.
There are the obvious links to some of our oldest
traditional tales such as Red Riding Hood and
The Three Little Pigs. Then legends from
classical times such as Romulus and Remus,
modern classics such as The Wolves of
Willoughby Chase by Joan Aiken, up to more
recent retellings, Wolf Brother by Michele Paver
and haunting contemporary picture books such
as Wolves in the Wall by Neil Gaiman and Dave
McKean, The Wolf by Margaret Barbelet and
Janet Tanner, and the delightful and ironic
Wolves by Emily Gravett. 

For centuries universal myths, legends and
stories about these animals can be found across
cultures. Listening to the response to my
question, two things became obvious, first that
wolves are present in many well known stories
(see bibliography at the end) and second, that
they often get a bad press! Most of the stories we
remembered inevitably portrayed wolves as
predatory, scary and frightening beasts. However
not all stories about wolves take on this negative
viewpoint and the fact remains that these
amazing pack animals hold mystical and
fascinating qualities worth investigating. (See
Jani Howker’s book Walk with a Wolf
beautifully illustrated by Sarah Fox-Davies.)

Taking books and poems where wolves are
featured was the theme of some oral work
undertaken recently in a Y3 primary classroom. I
hoped to introduce ways into stories and poems
both known and new that were motivating and
interactive and where group discussion and
activity were central to the learning. 

New framework: Speaking and Listening
The revised primary framework for literacy at
last recognises the crucial element that speaking
and listening make in English teaching. The four
strands related to this mode – 1. Speaking 2.
Listening and responding 3. Group discussion
and interaction 4. Drama – provide the most
logical starting points for exploring stories,
poems etc. and the teaching sequences and
strategies I describe can be flexibly planned for
different age groups.

What follows is a description of how I worked
with one of the texts, where the objectives were
achieving quality speaking and listening through
interactive strategies. The outcomes would be
totally ‘oral.’ The activities explained here would
be completely transferable to other stories with
wolves or without!

Ways in
I began with a short picture book by Ann Turnbull,
The Last Wolf.’ Coincidentally, this story was used
in the KS1 SATs in 2000 and Patrice Baldwin and
Kate Fleming have also used this story in their
recent publication Teaching Literacy through
Drama (Routledge Falmer, 2003). 

Before sharing the story with the class, I selected
three extracts from the text and presented these
to groups for discussion. I was careful not to give
away the title of the story as I wanted group
members to be as open-minded as possible with
their interpretations.

In the company
of wolves
by Pamela Lewis

‘…mystical and fascinating
qualities worth investigating…’

‘…mystical and
fascinating qualities.’

Three extracts from The Last Wolf by 
Ann Turnbull

‘The people hated wolves. They said the wolves
killed their sheep and frightened children with
their howling at night. So they killed wolves
whenever they saw them.’

‘He paced up and down, up and down the length
of his cage, and his eyes were wild. The King
wanted the wolf to be content. 
“Give him the best food,” he said.’
He sent venison and veal from the royal table. But
still the wolf paced up and down, up and down,
and still his eyes were wild.’ 

‘The King was in despair. He remembered how
the wolves once howled in the moonlight, howling
on all the hills. He held out his arms to the moon
and begged, 
“Help me to save Grey Wolf.”’

As a focus for discussion I asked the following
questions:
• What kind of story could this be?
• Where might it be set?
• What might be happening?

Expected responses might be that it was some
kind of fable or traditional tale. The mention of a
threatened community, a king and a problem
provided clues to the kind of genre. This type of
introduction to an unknown story provides the
opportunity for groups to speculate, predict,
question. Collaboratively they can share and
discuss their knowledge and understanding of
narrative and make connections (intertext) with
other stories they know. 

Synopsis of first part of story
The Last Wolf is a story set in a distant kingdom.
At first the people lived in harmony with the
wolves who kept to the forest. But then the wolves
began to come into the towns and villages and
attack their livestock and frighten the children.
Consequently the people began to kill them until
there was only one wolf left. This was a grey wolf
which was captured and taken to the King who
kept him locked in a cage within the palace. 

Visual Clues
Next I provided six illustrations from the book
and asked the groups to sequence these adding
an oral commentary. They would then present
their version of the story to the rest of the
groups. By allowing each group to compose their
own version of events, a unique narrative is
constructed and shared. Each group provides an
original telling of the story using each image
which they have sequenced. It doesn’t matter if
the order of pictures does not follow the original
story as the children have made sense and
meaning themselves. At this point, the children

still have no knowledge of the original story
structure, but emphasis is on the children
making meaning themselves. This is a strategy
teachers can use with any text. It draws on many
literacy skills of prediction, intertext, knowledge
about how texts work, knowledge of genre and
leads to different interpretations. 

Returning to the story we then shared the first
two pages of the book where the scene is set,
characters introduced and paused again at the
first point of tension where the townspeople are
worried because they realise the wolves are
coming down into their community and
threatening their way of life. 

Meet and Greet 
This is an excellent teaching strategy in which
pupils are given roles ( or think of their own). 
A ‘meeting’ is organised in the ‘town hall’ to
discuss the problem of the wolves and for
townsfolk to meet each other and share what
they know. (See Larraine Harrison’s article in
NATE Classroom Issue 2, June 2007.)

Children who are unused to working in role
might benefit from the teacher being ‘hot-seated’
as one of the characters to ‘model’ this for the
pupils. Other drama strategies would work
equally as well for example, thought-tracking,
conscience alley, or freeze-framing an
important scene from the story.

By now the children have entered the world of
the book and gained insight into the issues and
tensions surrounding the story. At this point I
returned to the text and read on. 

Synopsis of final part of story: 
The grey wolf was all alone and wouldn’t eat. The
King was most anxious that the wolf would die of
loneliness. A magical resolution comes to the
animal’s rescue with the creation of a ‘she-wolf’
from the sliver moon. Now the grey wolf had a
companion, was set free and returned to the hills.
The people vowed never to kill wolves again and
soon the sound of howling was heard in the
distance. 

There are many opportunities to ‘stop the action’
as the narrative unfolds. Realising the
consequences of keeping ‘the last wolf’ in
captivity opens the way to discuss the moral
issues from different viewpoints (the extinction
of a species, the safety and livelihood of the
community, the guilt and emotions experienced
on watching the wolf’s health deteriorate.)�
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Conscience/decision alley
The King needed help to decide what to do. The
children were organised into two rows facing
each other. The King ( a pupil-in-role) walked
down the centre of this ‘conscience/decision
alley’ and paused to hear the different advice of
the townspeople on the solution to the problem. 

Quality English work begins with quality talk.
Practitioners should welcome the belated status
awarded to speaking and listening skills now
embedded into the new Framework for Literacy,
and provide legitimacy for planning ‘oral’ based
lessons. A written piece of work is not always
needed as evidence that good quality literacy
work has taken place. We know that speaking
and listening, reading and writing are
interrelated skills and reinforce one another. This
was clearly evidenced in Barrs and Cork’s
excellent The Reader in the Writer (CLPE,

2001). The effective strategies described in this
short article allow pupils to do more than ‘read’
a story. They enter the world of the book and
interact with the characters. Not only that,
working in this way is highly motivating and
enjoyable as well as inclusive. It also sets up
effective ways into writing as the class have
listened and rehearsed their own responses and
interpretations of the story, making it easier for
them to ‘find a voice.’ 

I list here texts about wolves that could be
starting points for English work in primary
classrooms across key stages and age groups but
should warn against using them during a full
moon! 

Picture Fiction
Barbelet, M & Tanner, J. (1991) The Wolf, Viking
Beck, I (1995) Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf, OUP
Child, L. (2001) Beware of the storybook wolves,
Hodder
Gaiman, N. & McKean, D. ( 2003) Wolves in the Wall,
Bloomsbury
Gravett, E. (2005) Wolves, McMillan
Howker, J. (1997) Walk with a Wolf, Walker
Kelly, J & Tricknell, C.(2004) Guess Who’s coming to
Dinner? Templar
Turnbull, A (1996) The Last Wolf, Puffin

Novels
Aiken, J ( 2004) The Wolves of Willoughby Chase,
Red Fox
Branford, H ( 2002) Fire, Bed and Bone, Walker
Books
Cecil, L ( 2001) Wicked Wolf Tales, Short Stories,
Pavilion
‘Five Versions of Red Riding Hood’ in Changing
Stories (1984) ILEA 
Dunmore, H. (1996) ‘Wolf Weather’, in Aliens don’t
eat bacon sandwiches short stories, Mammoth
Paver, M. (2004) Wolf Brother, Orion
Morpurgo, M (2002) The Last Wolf, Corgi
Storr, C. (1967) Clever Polly and the Stupid Wolf,
Faber
Wilson, D. H. (1988) There’s a wolf in my pudding,
Piper Books

Poems
Corbett, P. The Wolf’s Wife Speaks
Dahl, R. Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf 
Hughes, T. Amulet
Pilinszky, J. Fable

Pamela Lewis
School of Education, University of Brighton
Member of NATE’s Primary Committee

CHARACTERS YOUR CONCERNS 

SERVANTS FROM THE CASTLE You have heard gossip around the
castle. You know the King is concerned
about wolves coming into the town

A MOTHER FROM THE TOWN You are concerned about the safety of
your children. They can’t go out and
play any longer

A CHILD FROM THE TOWN Upset that you aren’t allowed to play
outside in the forest, or even the town
anymore

A FARMER FROM THE AREA You dislike the wolves as they are a
threat to your livestock

THE TOWN’S MAYOR As Mayor you are clearly concerned
about the wellbeing of your community

A TEACHER FROM THE LOCAL SCHOOL Has had to warn the children about
dangers of wolves. 

A LOCAL SHOPKEEPER Has affected business, lots of
customers frightened by rumours of
wolves coming into town

HUNTER FROM TOWN Good for business, more work as has
been employed to hunt the wolves

FATHER FROM THE TOWN Wants to keep his family safe, worried
about his wife and children

A DOCTOR FROM THE TOWN Many worried people coming into
surgery. Has treated several people
from injuries after attacks

TOWN LOCKSMITH Business is very good, people wanting
more security and locks

‘They enter the
world of the book…’

‘Quality
English
work
begins
with
quality
talk.’
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Speaking and listening:
implementing a
programme
by Ruth Glew

Feature: The Arts Awards

Elmore Green Primary School has about 300
pupils. In 2005 we decided that the area of
improvement for our PLP would be to try to
improve Speaking and Listening skills as they are
so fundamental to all other learning and we could
see vast deficiencies!

As Literacy Co-ordinator I was asked to design
the programme that we would follow and this is
a very brief account of what we did over the next
18 months. We were lucky in that I was given five
inset sessions, we had money to spend on
resources and we had our link Head and
Inspector to help us monitor our progress. 

None of this is new. You will probably be saying
‘but we do that!’ This is just an account of what
one school did to improve a difficult area.

I had three main objectives at the start of the
project:
1. To improve Speaking and Listening skills

throughout the school.
2. To implement ideas that would give

progression and coherence to Speaking and
Listening skills.

3. To provide the staff with resources to help
them so that planning and classroom practice
would reflect a deeper understanding of what
promotes good speaking and listening.

I decided to look at five key areas separately:
Listening Skills, Partner Talk, Questioning,
Group Talk and Drama. For each inset area I
provided two books for the staff. The first
contained explanations and the theory of what
we were doing and provided resources to aid
teaching and implementation. The second was a
task book.�
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Every week staff had a task to do, to push
forward what we were doing. These resources
proved crucial to the project as they gave staff all
they needed and gave me an instant monitoring
tool as each week’s task sheet came back from
each teacher (see Figure 1).

1. Listening skills
As the first part of this unit we tried to ensure that
the whole school and classroom environment
aided good Speaking and Listening. We were
influenced by the ALPS approach (Accelerated
Learning in Primary Schools – see The ALPS
Approach by Alistair Smith) to learning so all
KS2 children were provided with water bottles
and taught how to use them properly. Music was
introduced to all classrooms so that children
came into a soothing (or invigorating)
environment. ‘Brain Breaks’ were introduced so
that lessons were the optimum length for listening
and finally we looked carefully at lesson planning
to ensure that all were as VAK (Visual, Auditory,
Kinaesthetic) as possible so that children would
find listening easier.

We then taught the children our definition of an
‘Active Listener’ – a person who asks for further
information and clarification and forms a picture
in his/her mind. Each class discussed rules for
good listening, displayed them and reinforced
them with rewards (see a sample in Figure 2).
For SEN children we had visual prompt cards
that could be used by LSAs.

Children were also taught and practised ‘Sound
levels’ so that they knew what level of noise we
wanted in each lesson and why. This goes on
throughout the school day from assembly to
dinner time and playtimes and all members of the
school staff from secretary to dinner supervisors
are instrumental in supporting good listening.

2. Partner talk
I chose partner talk to focus on next because, like
most Walsall schools, we use the RML
programme in KS1, which uses partner talk to
reinforce phonics, and also because it is not as
complex a speaking interaction as group
discussion. Research has shown that we learn
70% of what we explain to others.

Our model for introducing this was similar to our
listening one:
• we set the ground rules in consultation with

the children
• we taught the rules
• we modelled how to follow the rules
• we practised the rules in different contexts. 

We do endeavour to give our children many
different experiences of partner talk throughout
the day: investigating, problem solving,
predicting, evaluating, constructing artefacts etc
and we do try to give each child the experience
of a wide variety of partners throughout the
school term. One of the ways I wanted us to
develop partner talk was through ‘Barrier games’
(interactive activities where children are not
allowed to see what other players are doing and
have to speak and listen carefully to complete a
task). This has been harder to implement than I
envisaged and is an area we need to develop with
further, specific resources.

3. Questioning skills
This inset aimed to develop both teacher and
children’s skills. The rationale behind this is that
good questioning from teachers produces higher
order thinking and so more developed speaking
from children. In the Teacher’s Resource Book
that I produced for staff, I detailed some of the
academic theory behind questioning – Bloom’s
Taxonomy for example – but after discussion this
is what we have implemented throughout the
school:
• we give children ‘Thinking Time’ to answer

questions using the ‘Pause, Prompt, Praise’
mantra.

• we give direct questions to specific children
rather than ‘hands up’ so that questioning is
more targeted

• we try to focus on more ‘open ended’ questions
• we teach children the different types of

questions using ideas from the ‘Philosophy in
Schools’ movement, raising the profile of
questioning in the classroom by the use of:
questioning trees, magic mirrors, hot seating,
interviews, etc.

This area has been one where the staff have
requested more inset.

4. Group talk
We have set up a specific way to do group talk in
KS2 only. According to research, group talk has
many advantages:
• discussion leads to better understanding
• having to explain improves reasoning and so

develops language
• in a group each child talks more than in a class

situation, especially children with moderate
learning difficulties

• it develops social interaction and emotional
skills like empathy, managing impulsivity and
flexibility.

There are many different ideas on how to
establish and develop group work so, in the end,
I decided to be prescriptive and set up the system
I thought best for our children.

1. We taught group roles : Leader, Mentor, Scribe
and Reporter. Each is given a prompt card
with picture and/or phrases which they can
use to help them in their designated role. For
example: ‘It’s your turn now.’, ‘Try to make
your voice louder because you’ve got really
good ideas.’; ‘That’s all right. It doesn’t
matter.’

2. We decided in classes on group rules.
3. To practise the roles and apply the rules I set

up activities to do in groups each week.
4. We then use this system in any group activities

that we do in class.

The system is effective because it provides a
structure for our pupils that they can use across
the curriculum.

5. Drama
For Drama I provided a variety of resources and
activities, sorted so that there was progression in
each area for:
• warm up games
• movement games
• language and vocal skills
• creative expression
• role play and performance skills.

Throughout this project, my experience has been
that if you present teachers with ready-made
materials, they will experiment with them. We
have monitored, with some outside help, different
aspects of this project and we have seen
improvements in the school environment and in
teaching which affect positively the way children
speak and listen. Children are confident when
taking part in partner talk and have a structure
for group talk, both of which extend across the
curriculum.

My advice for other schools is:
• make Speaking and Listening a high priority
• get everyone from LSAs to dinner supervisors

on board so that reinforcement happens at 
all times

• provide the resources for your teachers
• monitor well so that you have evidence that

things are being implemented
• do it with enthusiasm and optimism!

In July 2006 we had an Ofsted inspection and
this is what was said: ‘Speaking and Listening
skills have developed well and pupils can 
explain subtle concepts and ask questions with
increasing vocabulary.’ 

And of course it never ends because each year 
we have to continue reinforcing and honing 
and developing our programme. If you wish 
to look at any of the resources or task books 
that I have produced, please email me at
peterglew@blithfield.wanadoo.co.uk �

Ruth Glew
Literacy Co-ordinator, Elmore Green School,
Bloxwich, Walsall

Task 4: Classroom Environment

To use some of the strategies suggested to create a classroom environment where
Speaking and Listening can flourish.

Please tick any strategies used. (It is NOT necessary to try them all!)

Class:

• Water available to children.

• Music used to create ambience for learning. (Please state if you found any
particularly effective.)

• Methods for getting children’s attention. (Please state which used and if
effective.)

• Teaching ‘sound levels’.

• Helping fidgeters. (What did you try? Was it effective?)

• Brain breaks. (Which did you use? Were they effective?)

Rules for Active Listeners

• keep your hands still

• look at the speaker

• hear what is said

• think about it and
imagine it in your head

• ask for more information
if you want to know more
or do not understand

‘…we
learn
70% of
what we
explain to
others.’

‘…good
questioning
from
teachers
produces
higher
order
thinking…’

Figure 1

Figure 2
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Every week staff had a task to do, to push
forward what we were doing. These resources
proved crucial to the project as they gave staff all
they needed and gave me an instant monitoring
tool as each week’s task sheet came back from
each teacher (see Figure 1).

1. Listening skills
As the first part of this unit we tried to ensure that
the whole school and classroom environment
aided good Speaking and Listening. We were
influenced by the ALPS approach (Accelerated
Learning in Primary Schools – see The ALPS
Approach by Alistair Smith) to learning so all
KS2 children were provided with water bottles
and taught how to use them properly. Music was
introduced to all classrooms so that children
came into a soothing (or invigorating)
environment. ‘Brain Breaks’ were introduced so
that lessons were the optimum length for listening
and finally we looked carefully at lesson planning
to ensure that all were as VAK (Visual, Auditory,
Kinaesthetic) as possible so that children would
find listening easier.

We then taught the children our definition of an
‘Active Listener’ – a person who asks for further
information and clarification and forms a picture
in his/her mind. Each class discussed rules for
good listening, displayed them and reinforced
them with rewards (see a sample in Figure 2).
For SEN children we had visual prompt cards
that could be used by LSAs.

Children were also taught and practised ‘Sound
levels’ so that they knew what level of noise we
wanted in each lesson and why. This goes on
throughout the school day from assembly to
dinner time and playtimes and all members of the
school staff from secretary to dinner supervisors
are instrumental in supporting good listening.

2. Partner talk
I chose partner talk to focus on next because, like
most Walsall schools, we use the RML
programme in KS1, which uses partner talk to
reinforce phonics, and also because it is not as
complex a speaking interaction as group
discussion. Research has shown that we learn
70% of what we explain to others.

Our model for introducing this was similar to our
listening one:
• we set the ground rules in consultation with

the children
• we taught the rules
• we modelled how to follow the rules
• we practised the rules in different contexts. 

We do endeavour to give our children many
different experiences of partner talk throughout
the day: investigating, problem solving,
predicting, evaluating, constructing artefacts etc
and we do try to give each child the experience
of a wide variety of partners throughout the
school term. One of the ways I wanted us to
develop partner talk was through ‘Barrier games’
(interactive activities where children are not
allowed to see what other players are doing and
have to speak and listen carefully to complete a
task). This has been harder to implement than I
envisaged and is an area we need to develop with
further, specific resources.

3. Questioning skills
This inset aimed to develop both teacher and
children’s skills. The rationale behind this is that
good questioning from teachers produces higher
order thinking and so more developed speaking
from children. In the Teacher’s Resource Book
that I produced for staff, I detailed some of the
academic theory behind questioning – Bloom’s
Taxonomy for example – but after discussion this
is what we have implemented throughout the
school:
• we give children ‘Thinking Time’ to answer

questions using the ‘Pause, Prompt, Praise’
mantra.

• we give direct questions to specific children
rather than ‘hands up’ so that questioning is
more targeted

• we try to focus on more ‘open ended’ questions
• we teach children the different types of

questions using ideas from the ‘Philosophy in
Schools’ movement, raising the profile of
questioning in the classroom by the use of:
questioning trees, magic mirrors, hot seating,
interviews, etc.

This area has been one where the staff have
requested more inset.

4. Group talk
We have set up a specific way to do group talk in
KS2 only. According to research, group talk has
many advantages:
• discussion leads to better understanding
• having to explain improves reasoning and so

develops language
• in a group each child talks more than in a class

situation, especially children with moderate
learning difficulties

• it develops social interaction and emotional
skills like empathy, managing impulsivity and
flexibility.

There are many different ideas on how to
establish and develop group work so, in the end,
I decided to be prescriptive and set up the system
I thought best for our children.

1. We taught group roles : Leader, Mentor, Scribe
and Reporter. Each is given a prompt card
with picture and/or phrases which they can
use to help them in their designated role. For
example: ‘It’s your turn now.’, ‘Try to make
your voice louder because you’ve got really
good ideas.’; ‘That’s all right. It doesn’t
matter.’

2. We decided in classes on group rules.
3. To practise the roles and apply the rules I set

up activities to do in groups each week.
4. We then use this system in any group activities

that we do in class.

The system is effective because it provides a
structure for our pupils that they can use across
the curriculum.

5. Drama
For Drama I provided a variety of resources and
activities, sorted so that there was progression in
each area for:
• warm up games
• movement games
• language and vocal skills
• creative expression
• role play and performance skills.

Throughout this project, my experience has been
that if you present teachers with ready-made
materials, they will experiment with them. We
have monitored, with some outside help, different
aspects of this project and we have seen
improvements in the school environment and in
teaching which affect positively the way children
speak and listen. Children are confident when
taking part in partner talk and have a structure
for group talk, both of which extend across the
curriculum.

My advice for other schools is:
• make Speaking and Listening a high priority
• get everyone from LSAs to dinner supervisors

on board so that reinforcement happens at 
all times

• provide the resources for your teachers
• monitor well so that you have evidence that

things are being implemented
• do it with enthusiasm and optimism!

In July 2006 we had an Ofsted inspection and
this is what was said: ‘Speaking and Listening
skills have developed well and pupils can 
explain subtle concepts and ask questions with
increasing vocabulary.’ 

And of course it never ends because each year 
we have to continue reinforcing and honing 
and developing our programme. If you wish 
to look at any of the resources or task books 
that I have produced, please email me at
peterglew@blithfield.wanadoo.co.uk �

Ruth Glew
Literacy Co-ordinator, Elmore Green School,
Bloxwich, Walsall
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The seven questions which follow all relate to the
use of storyboxes in current classroom practice in
Buckinghamshire primary schools. We have
recorded some of the very practical strategies a
number of schools have been developing to support
multi-sensory learning. These involve story-making,
story-changing, developing role and detail, and
reflecting on themes and values.

I say, ‘In this box I have some real objects that will
help us tell the story of The Three Little Pigs. What
might they be? Turn to the person next to you and
discuss that for two minutes.’

1 What’s in the box?
This is a versatile question to stimulate talk about
story and support storytelling in the Primary years.
It forces children to rehearse and reflect on story
detail. It also challenges them to think laterally
about how to represent physically those abstract
concepts such as departure, trial, friendship
(connotation and denotation). Answers from
children (and adults) tend, at first, to be straw,
sticks, bricks, pigs, wolf – but then it gets trickier.
What objects could I use to represent events at the
beginning and the ending of the story? And if I am
allowed only real objects that might fit in a shoe
box, how do I show ‘wolf’?

2 How can we use the objects?
After two minutes we share ideas. Post-its and small
whiteboards are easy for moving the ideas around.
We see which ideas are most common and which
most unusual. We look inside the box. We try out
sentences which describe the object in greater
detail. A blind girl in year 2 listens to straw and
supplies the class with ‘crackly’; another after
handling and looking at the straw writes, ‘The straw
was useless brown, short, crinkly and bendy.’ We
discuss which objects matter most to the story.

In one year 2 class we worked in the same way with
objects to illustrate Robert Bright’s Travels of
Ching. On Tuesday a girl wrote , ‘The donkeys has
a old rusty smielly strap.’ But by Friday, she had
looked more closely at the object and had written,
‘The greay and brown donkey wore a smelly
old and brown coller wich ween nely srangled
him and The end of the strap was at buckle
was rusty old and metal.’

Three dimensional objects which could be used and
handled proved more supportive to understanding
and language development than pictures, especially
among EAL learners.

3 Which question could/might/should we ask?
For this kind of work, teachers have found question
cubes useful. A first cube has who, when, where,
what, how, why on its six faces. Discussion helps
to extend learning by deepening pupils’ sense of
context. ‘Where was straw used in the story?’
‘How was the straw used? Who used it?’

A second cube is used to take things further. The six
faces show: ‘did’ (information retrieval), ‘will’
(prediction), ‘couldn’t’ (ruling out choices –
excluding), ‘might’ (speculating – including), ‘else’
(extending), ‘should’ (moral obligation). 

With both cubes the following questions can be
constructed:
How else might the story have ended? (speculation
and extension)
What couldn’t the parents have known? (ruling
out)
Why should we learn to look after ourselves?
(moral choices)

4 In what order do these objects feature?
This process provokes pupils’ thought about
objects’ relative significance, their ownership, their
order, and their frequency within any retelling of a
story.

‘Which object would you need first – and why? Who
– in or out of the story – would treasure/fear this
object? What is the story of this object – both in and
out of the story?’

In the box I use with children I have some coins tied
up in a spotted handkerchief, some straw, a bundle
of sticks tied up with string, some broken pieces of
brick, some drill bits and rawl-plugs, an apple and a
box of matches. I have also divided the box into six
sections. I ask the children to help me retell the
story being prompted by these objects in this order
and, as we do, we include any other objects which
they have thought of – we make the story our own. 

In one year 6 class the children felt that sausages,
bacon and ham should be included. Their story
opened with the pig family playing eye-spy and the
little pig continuously getting into trouble for his
tasteless choice of words until, finally, the pig-
parents ordered the three piglets to leave the house.

5 How can we incorporate random objects?
Then I pick up a random object from the classroom
and say, ‘Hey, I forgot to include this marker pen.

Where in the story might this have come? Who
might have had this? What might they have used it
for?’ The pupils discuss in pairs before one year 3
boy tells me that it was used by the straw seller to
write ‘50p a bale’ on his roadside notice. ‘Brilliant.
Let’s re-enact that moment then – who do you want
to be?’ 

We draw other pupils, as more intelligent pigs than
I am, into some brief role-play in a weird episode of
straw-buying. Using forum theatre, I freeze the
action, ask for alternative ideas, swap roles and
draw other pupils in to devising a new part of the
story. All the class pair up and improvise their own
versions, using key start and finish lines/frames.
They reverse roles etc.

6 How might this help us compose good
endings?

After we have played inside the story, I ask, ‘What
small object could I have put in the box which I
could use at the beginning AND at the end of the
story?’ (My intention is to explore the possibility of
a circular story pattern – pupils often have difficulty
with concluding stories.) In a year 2 class, after
some discussion a boy says, ‘A nail.’ Before hearing
his reasons, I ask the other children to discuss why
they think a nail might help us begin and end the
story. After we have heard some reasons, I ask the
children who have been less involved which reasons
they prefer. Then we go back to the boy for his
reason: ‘When the pigs are back together again,
they bang a nail into the wall to hang up a picture
of their happy family.’ He later explained that in his
book there is an illustration with a picture hanging
from the wall of the pigs’ house – and that gave him
the idea. Although this boy was on the Special
Needs register for his writing difficulties, he was
quite capable of imaginative invention which could
challenge the whole class. 

‘If we could illustrate the end-papers or the cover of
a book with three objects, which would we choose
– and why?’ We talk about how soon and how often
the objects might feature, who might have used
them, in what ways they are connected, and what
they might represent or symbolise – and why?

Year 5 pupils were reading Elizabeth Laird’s A
Little Piece of Ground (dealing with the Israeli
occupation of Palestine). They assembled
storyboxes including uniform buttons which the
children said ‘stood for war’, and cat’s hair which
‘represented love’ (in the book Karim befriends a
family of cats who make their home in a bombed-
out car). The search for physical objects, and the
challenge of seeing and explaining their
relationships, deepened their reading by naturally
leading them into discussion of themes and abstract
concepts.

Teachers have found this idea particularly useful in
helping pupils to develop confidence in discussing,
shaping and detailing stories – and supporting new
storytellers to tell new stories.

7 Who might make storyboxes – and why?
However, although it is useful to have ready a
storybox that ‘you made earlier’, it is even more

powerful to ask pupils to make their own
storyboxes. Some found objects collected in an old
shoe box is a cheap and valuable resource which all
children can easily make and use for their own
writing, telling and reflecting. They can make them
for a whole story or a section of a story they already
know, or for a poem. One is reminded of Ian
McMillan’s ‘Ten things found in a shipwrecked
sailor’s pocket’. (From The Very Best of Ian
MacMillan. Macmillan Childrens Books, 2001). 

Whether the children make character-boxes or
assemble resources for a topic, they enjoy working
in this way, strengthening their confidence and
deepening their learning by discussing their choices
with others.

In one school, year 6 children used their storyboxes
to animate familiar stories for year 2 children. The
year 2s were then inspired to try and make their
own. One year 2 girl found her story-box – a
collection of articles from her Greek holiday –
helped her have the confidence to talk in an
organised way, point out similarities and differences
between objects, and to discuss better with others,
generating more focused questions than would
otherwise have been the case.

There is a very good book to take you further: 50
Exciting Ideas for Storyboxes by Ros Bayley and
Lynn Broadbent (Lawrence Educational, 2002).
Don’t forget Storysacks by Neil Griffiths
(Storysack Ltd, 2001) and I can recommend Jumbo
Dice Literacy Activities and Games for speaking,
listening, reading and writing activities by Jane
Annable (Mimosa McGraw-Hill, see www.mcgraw-
hill.co.uk/html/0732737826.html). This is accom-
panied by a box of resources which contains over
250 different cards to support activities and 
games, selecting six aspects or questions to search
and connect. �

Simon Wrigley
Past Chair of NATE, Buckinghamshire English adviser 

‘We draw other pupils, as more
intelligent pigs than I am, into
some brief role-play…’

‘…even
more
powerful 
to ask
pupils 
to make
their
own…’

Want to know more? These and other approaches,
ideas and resources will be explored in further detail
at NATE 2008 conference workshop: ‘Storyboxes,
steps and question cubes’.

NATE Collections 6 Speaking & Listening KS2 to KS4 30



NATE Classroom Issue 04 1110 NATE Classroom Issue 04

Feature: Storyboxes for storytelling Primary

The seven questions which follow all relate to the
use of storyboxes in current classroom practice in
Buckinghamshire primary schools. We have
recorded some of the very practical strategies a
number of schools have been developing to support
multi-sensory learning. These involve story-making,
story-changing, developing role and detail, and
reflecting on themes and values.

I say, ‘In this box I have some real objects that will
help us tell the story of The Three Little Pigs. What
might they be? Turn to the person next to you and
discuss that for two minutes.’

1 What’s in the box?
This is a versatile question to stimulate talk about
story and support storytelling in the Primary years.
It forces children to rehearse and reflect on story
detail. It also challenges them to think laterally
about how to represent physically those abstract
concepts such as departure, trial, friendship
(connotation and denotation). Answers from
children (and adults) tend, at first, to be straw,
sticks, bricks, pigs, wolf – but then it gets trickier.
What objects could I use to represent events at the
beginning and the ending of the story? And if I am
allowed only real objects that might fit in a shoe
box, how do I show ‘wolf’?

2 How can we use the objects?
After two minutes we share ideas. Post-its and small
whiteboards are easy for moving the ideas around.
We see which ideas are most common and which
most unusual. We look inside the box. We try out
sentences which describe the object in greater
detail. A blind girl in year 2 listens to straw and
supplies the class with ‘crackly’; another after
handling and looking at the straw writes, ‘The straw
was useless brown, short, crinkly and bendy.’ We
discuss which objects matter most to the story.

In one year 2 class we worked in the same way with
objects to illustrate Robert Bright’s Travels of
Ching. On Tuesday a girl wrote , ‘The donkeys has
a old rusty smielly strap.’ But by Friday, she had
looked more closely at the object and had written,
‘The greay and brown donkey wore a smelly
old and brown coller wich ween nely srangled
him and The end of the strap was at buckle
was rusty old and metal.’

Three dimensional objects which could be used and
handled proved more supportive to understanding
and language development than pictures, especially
among EAL learners.

3 Which question could/might/should we ask?
For this kind of work, teachers have found question
cubes useful. A first cube has who, when, where,
what, how, why on its six faces. Discussion helps
to extend learning by deepening pupils’ sense of
context. ‘Where was straw used in the story?’
‘How was the straw used? Who used it?’

A second cube is used to take things further. The six
faces show: ‘did’ (information retrieval), ‘will’
(prediction), ‘couldn’t’ (ruling out choices –
excluding), ‘might’ (speculating – including), ‘else’
(extending), ‘should’ (moral obligation). 

With both cubes the following questions can be
constructed:
How else might the story have ended? (speculation
and extension)
What couldn’t the parents have known? (ruling
out)
Why should we learn to look after ourselves?
(moral choices)

4 In what order do these objects feature?
This process provokes pupils’ thought about
objects’ relative significance, their ownership, their
order, and their frequency within any retelling of a
story.

‘Which object would you need first – and why? Who
– in or out of the story – would treasure/fear this
object? What is the story of this object – both in and
out of the story?’

In the box I use with children I have some coins tied
up in a spotted handkerchief, some straw, a bundle
of sticks tied up with string, some broken pieces of
brick, some drill bits and rawl-plugs, an apple and a
box of matches. I have also divided the box into six
sections. I ask the children to help me retell the
story being prompted by these objects in this order
and, as we do, we include any other objects which
they have thought of – we make the story our own. 

In one year 6 class the children felt that sausages,
bacon and ham should be included. Their story
opened with the pig family playing eye-spy and the
little pig continuously getting into trouble for his
tasteless choice of words until, finally, the pig-
parents ordered the three piglets to leave the house.

5 How can we incorporate random objects?
Then I pick up a random object from the classroom
and say, ‘Hey, I forgot to include this marker pen.

Where in the story might this have come? Who
might have had this? What might they have used it
for?’ The pupils discuss in pairs before one year 3
boy tells me that it was used by the straw seller to
write ‘50p a bale’ on his roadside notice. ‘Brilliant.
Let’s re-enact that moment then – who do you want
to be?’ 

We draw other pupils, as more intelligent pigs than
I am, into some brief role-play in a weird episode of
straw-buying. Using forum theatre, I freeze the
action, ask for alternative ideas, swap roles and
draw other pupils in to devising a new part of the
story. All the class pair up and improvise their own
versions, using key start and finish lines/frames.
They reverse roles etc.

6 How might this help us compose good
endings?

After we have played inside the story, I ask, ‘What
small object could I have put in the box which I
could use at the beginning AND at the end of the
story?’ (My intention is to explore the possibility of
a circular story pattern – pupils often have difficulty
with concluding stories.) In a year 2 class, after
some discussion a boy says, ‘A nail.’ Before hearing
his reasons, I ask the other children to discuss why
they think a nail might help us begin and end the
story. After we have heard some reasons, I ask the
children who have been less involved which reasons
they prefer. Then we go back to the boy for his
reason: ‘When the pigs are back together again,
they bang a nail into the wall to hang up a picture
of their happy family.’ He later explained that in his
book there is an illustration with a picture hanging
from the wall of the pigs’ house – and that gave him
the idea. Although this boy was on the Special
Needs register for his writing difficulties, he was
quite capable of imaginative invention which could
challenge the whole class. 

‘If we could illustrate the end-papers or the cover of
a book with three objects, which would we choose
– and why?’ We talk about how soon and how often
the objects might feature, who might have used
them, in what ways they are connected, and what
they might represent or symbolise – and why?

Year 5 pupils were reading Elizabeth Laird’s A
Little Piece of Ground (dealing with the Israeli
occupation of Palestine). They assembled
storyboxes including uniform buttons which the
children said ‘stood for war’, and cat’s hair which
‘represented love’ (in the book Karim befriends a
family of cats who make their home in a bombed-
out car). The search for physical objects, and the
challenge of seeing and explaining their
relationships, deepened their reading by naturally
leading them into discussion of themes and abstract
concepts.

Teachers have found this idea particularly useful in
helping pupils to develop confidence in discussing,
shaping and detailing stories – and supporting new
storytellers to tell new stories.

7 Who might make storyboxes – and why?
However, although it is useful to have ready a
storybox that ‘you made earlier’, it is even more

powerful to ask pupils to make their own
storyboxes. Some found objects collected in an old
shoe box is a cheap and valuable resource which all
children can easily make and use for their own
writing, telling and reflecting. They can make them
for a whole story or a section of a story they already
know, or for a poem. One is reminded of Ian
McMillan’s ‘Ten things found in a shipwrecked
sailor’s pocket’. (From The Very Best of Ian
MacMillan. Macmillan Childrens Books, 2001). 

Whether the children make character-boxes or
assemble resources for a topic, they enjoy working
in this way, strengthening their confidence and
deepening their learning by discussing their choices
with others.

In one school, year 6 children used their storyboxes
to animate familiar stories for year 2 children. The
year 2s were then inspired to try and make their
own. One year 2 girl found her story-box – a
collection of articles from her Greek holiday –
helped her have the confidence to talk in an
organised way, point out similarities and differences
between objects, and to discuss better with others,
generating more focused questions than would
otherwise have been the case.

There is a very good book to take you further: 50
Exciting Ideas for Storyboxes by Ros Bayley and
Lynn Broadbent (Lawrence Educational, 2002).
Don’t forget Storysacks by Neil Griffiths
(Storysack Ltd, 2001) and I can recommend Jumbo
Dice Literacy Activities and Games for speaking,
listening, reading and writing activities by Jane
Annable (Mimosa McGraw-Hill, see www.mcgraw-
hill.co.uk/html/0732737826.html). This is accom-
panied by a box of resources which contains over
250 different cards to support activities and 
games, selecting six aspects or questions to search
and connect. �

Simon Wrigley
Past Chair of NATE, Buckinghamshire English adviser 

‘We draw other pupils, as more
intelligent pigs than I am, into
some brief role-play…’

‘…even
more
powerful 
to ask
pupils 
to make
their
own…’

Want to know more? These and other approaches,
ideas and resources will be explored in further detail
at NATE 2008 conference workshop: ‘Storyboxes,
steps and question cubes’.
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Points to consider
Pupils can feel vulnerable about seeing 
themselves on video. A chance to re-record and 
having full control of the recording before it was 
shared were important aspects which put pupils 
at ease and built confidence through a sense of 
being in control.

Previewing all the short videos is very important 
to prevent potential embarrassment and to give 
the message that there is a checking process 
involved in showing videos. It is, after all, good 
practice to demonstrate a model of awareness of 
your audience. 

What did pupils make of it?
Pupils saw the value of the experience. They 
recognised the benefit of ‘teaching themselves’ 
and ‘learning through doing’ inherent in the 
activity. Initial embarrassment was quickly 
overcome. As there were three in each group, 
two worked together, supporting each other and 
the third person acted as a kind of coach. As the 
roles rotated in subsequent lessons, pupils who 
had operated the camera felt ready to take on a 
different, more active role as they had been able 
to observe and learn from behind the camera.

What impact did the teacher see?
As the process was repeated, with different pupils 
taking the role of camera operator and critical 
friend, there was felt to be a growing confidence 
with the process itself and a better awareness of 
what constituted a successful performance.

The key phrases and the techniques discussed 
along the way showed up in the written work 
that followed, demonstrating that learners were 
internalising the learning and fully understanding 
the sense of audience and purpose. Outcomes 
were typically one grade higher for the pupils 
taking part in the camera work, which was 
significant for this C/D borderline GCSE group.

Summative assessment still holds centre stage 
due to the high value given to test outcomes, but 
formative assessment is where the potential for 
learning resides, as this example demonstrates.

The Assessing Pupils’ Progress initiative has 
sought to secure teacher assessment and has 
promoted the value of regular assessment as a 

means of keeping the teacher informed on how 
learners are progressing as well as where they 
are not making progress. The opportunity to 
involve learners in understanding the learning by 
being part of the process is the next logical step. 
How better to reinforce this message than to give 
learners the freedom to take part in the process 
and go on to be confident enough to manage the 
assessment process themselves? 

Using a digital audio recorder
As well as recording and reviewing the outcome 
of an activity, digital media can be used to assess 
the quality of learning and the pupil’s perceptions 
of the value of the work they are doing.

In the next example the teacher used a digital 
audio recorder (the Easi-Speak version in fact) to 
empower learners to comment on the quality of 
their learning. 

How does it work?
There are many other digital audio recorders 
but the Easi-Speak is designed to look like a 
traditional compact microphone. Inside it is a 
digital recording device capable of capturing 
good quality voice recordings and outputting 
them in MP3 or WMA files. Like the handheld 
camera, it is a robust all-in-one piece of kit with 
no complications such as removable storage or 
USB cables. It simply connects to a laptop, PC 
or Mac and behaves as a portable drive or USB 
memory stick from which you can transfer files or 
simply play them straight from the device.

How was it used?
There are many ways in which this type of digital 
media device could be used, ranging from being 
a way of quickly gathering comments to a means 
of collecting vox pop comments during a school 
event and collating them into a sophisticated 
podcast ‘report’ on the event which could be 
shared via the school intranet or website. 

In this case, the teacher placed the microphones 
on tables and invited pupils to contribute a 
comment each as part of the lesson’s plenary. 
These comments were quickly and easily reviewed 
in the subsequent lesson and formed the basis of 
the teacher’s forward planning as she knew how 
pupils had responded.4

‘How better to reinforce this message 
than to give learners the freedom to 
take part in the process…’

Using hand-held video cameras 
The availability of reasonably priced hard-drive 
media digital video cameras has meant that the use 
of pocket-sized all-in-one cameras in assessment 
is viable. The advantage is that the camera itself 
is fairly unobtrusive, and because it is similar in 
look and function to a mobile phone, pupils will 
feel comfortable using it. Most of these cameras 
store the media on a hard drive and connect to 
a computer via a built in USB connector which 
folds or flips out when needed.

How was it used?
Pupils worked in threes on a Speaking and 
Listening task centering on developing ‘Argue, 
Persuade and Advise’ techniques prior to writing. 
One pupil held the camera and was responsible 
for capturing the exchange between the other 
two pupils. He or she also held responsibility 
for offering constructive criticism – what could 
be better? – and supporting the other two to 
review their performance. A second chance to 
record the spoken exchange was allowed once 
the short video had been watched and a critical 
conversation had taken place. 

Later on the cameras were plugged into the 
teacher’s laptop (also connected to the interactive 
whiteboard) and, as a whole class, pupils watched 
the second version of each exchange. The teacher 
skillfully focused the comments on performance, 
language and gesture to invite pupils to review 
the skills rather than review the individuals. Here 
the familiarity with technology was a plus for 
learners. The cameras were immediately seen as 
a means to an end.

The temporary nature of the video itself was 
helpful as, again, it existed just as a means of 
learning at the point at which being able to see 
your own performance was helpful. There was no 
expectation that it would exist beyond the lesson. 
Here was another benefit; the video showed what 
was working and what was not, so there was little 
need to tell anyone. They already knew what 
should be improved and were keen to discuss it 
in threes before the video was shared with the 
whole group.

When I say there is a great opportunity to make 
use of technology in developing assessment I am 
not thinking of computer based testing or tracking 
systems; there are a number of technological 
systems that help with that aspect of assessment. 
What I am interested in exploring is within the 
realm of innovative, emotionally intelligent and 
fundamentally human approaches to capturing 
assessment information. 

Our language when discussing assessment tends 
towards the lexicon of ‘Justice’. We talk about an 
‘evidence trail’ and ‘making judgements’. We also 
use scientific and mathematical language when 
we ‘measure progress’, ‘analyse trajectories’ or 
calculate the learner’s actual versus expected 
progress to reach ‘hard data’. There’s nothing at 
all wrong with this part of the process, because 
it leads to knowing key information and that 
underpins what we do next, how we focus our 
efforts and what we may change about how and 
what we teach. 

I’m interested in how to keep the ‘measuring’ to 
a minimum and how to acknowledge capturing, 
reflecting and understanding the vital and 
dynamic part at the heart of assessment. Above 
all it is important that learners are drawn into 
the experience of participating in making the 
assessment in a vital and exploratory way. When I 
say ‘capturing’ I am not imagining a butterfly case 
of dead specimens, but formative, breathing and 
exciting ways of pausing and reflecting, thinking 
and talking ‘in the moment’ before moving on. 
This is the kind of assessment that excites me; it 
is not about cataloguing learners or learning just 
for the sake of it. It is all about giving learners 
the wings to fly higher through knowing how to 
and having confidence to reach for the heights. 
What better way than to locate the process in the 
familiar territory of digital recording?

Ever since Inside the Black Box (Paul Black and 
Dylan Wiliam), there has been intense interest 
and debate around the importance of assessment. 
There has been an increased emphasis on 
formative assessment, which gives learners a 
better understanding of what and how they are 
learning. The role of technology in assisting 
the process of reflecting has been something 
teachers have been investigating through trying 
various approaches in their own classrooms. 

Using technology to 
make assessment 
effective
by Paul Stevenson

‘…the video showed 
what was working…’
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Points to consider
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podcast ‘report’ on the event which could be 
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The most exciting potential uses are when the 
technology is in the hands of learners themselves. 
The creation of a Reflection or Learning Log in 
the form of a video or audio diary could support 
learners to track their own progress and realise 
how they are moving on. This could be a powerful 
tool for peer and self-assessment and will do a lot 

What next with the recordings?
It may be that you want to archive the recordings 
and play them at a later date. Several software 
programmes will allow you or your students to 
stitch their video or audio files together into 
presentations. Within the Windows environment 
there is Microsoft Movie Maker and the less 
well-known free download from Windows called 
Microsoft Photo Story 3 which will handle still 
images and audio in combination. There is 
an option to use PowerPoint to put together a 
basic ‘slideshow’ with a single audio track. It’s 
surprising how much can be done with PowerPoint 
such as adding ‘soundbites’ or diagetic sounds to 
the slides. Photo Story 3 will allow more refined 
editing to take place and will create a more 
polished finished result.

For something more professional, you may need 
to enlist the help of a programme like Audacity, 
which is a free online audio editing tool. It can 
be downloaded from the internet. Another 
alternative is Podium, which is a commercial 
product which allows users to edit several audio 
tracks into one single track. Both will allow 
users to export the finished file in popular MP3 
and WMA formats. Mac users will already have 
Garage Band installed as part of OS X and will 
be able to use it to create a multi-track podcast. 
Compiling examples into a showreel could be 
a great way of showing off the achievements 
of pupils. It could also be useful for capturing 
Speaking and Listening examples and using them 
alongside exam board guidance materials for 
standardisation, to carry out moderation across 
your teaching groups.

To sum up, using hand-held video or stills cameras 
or audio capture devices can be a great way of 
involving learners in assessment, helping them 
to think as the audience and therefore become 
more aware of the impact of their delivery, the 
words they choose to use and the composition 
of their presentation. Files are portable, instantly 
available for use, easy to store and retrieve. 
Digital devices allow storage without additional 
media (discs, drives or memory sticks) and the 
small files can be deleted whenever the time 
comes when they are no longer useful.

It’s often inspiring and eye-opening to see and 
hear what has been going on in other teaching 
groups. Portable media can be easy transferred 
to a VLE platform such as Kaleidos, emailed 
and shared with the classroom next door or the 
classroom on the other side of the world.

In a further development using the digital 
recorders, the devices were used to enhance 
the writing process and to develop the quality 
of performance. A Year 3 teacher’s practice was 
shared with secondary colleagues who re-applied 
the idea in their context. Here groups of three 
developed their Speaking and Listening, rotating 
the role of making recordings and listening back 
‘as the teacher’. 

The audio-only nature of the task means that 
all pupils can participate. No one needs to hold 
the microphone; it will work just as well placed 
horizonally on a flat surface. The microphone 
is good quality and omni-directional, so the 
resulting sound is more even than if it is held or 
moved around. It also means that learners can 
give their full attention to the words and how they 
sound. There can be ad libs or strictly scripted 
performances and learners can consider the ways 
in which both approaches appeal to different 
audiences or are appropriate for particular 
formal or informal circumstances. If there is a 
risk with this approach it is that learners may be 
more candid than they usually allow themselves 
to be. I’m not sure that that is even a bad thing, 
within reason.

to give learners the opportunity to review their 
own progress at just the right time and in a way 
that is in sympathy with their preferred way of 
working. n

Paul Stevenson‘…learners may be more 
candid than they usually allow 
themselves to be.’

‘It’s often inspiring 
and eye-opening to 
see what has been 
going on…’
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the writing process and to develop the quality 
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the idea in their context. Here groups of three 
developed their Speaking and Listening, rotating 
the role of making recordings and listening back 
‘as the teacher’. 

The audio-only nature of the task means that 
all pupils can participate. No one needs to hold 
the microphone; it will work just as well placed 
horizonally on a flat surface. The microphone 
is good quality and omni-directional, so the 
resulting sound is more even than if it is held or 
moved around. It also means that learners can 
give their full attention to the words and how they 
sound. There can be ad libs or strictly scripted 
performances and learners can consider the ways 
in which both approaches appeal to different 
audiences or are appropriate for particular 
formal or informal circumstances. If there is a 
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I’m now busy working on the second year pilot 
which will be rolled out to15 schools in six regions 
across England. It’s also exciting news that both 
schools that took part in the first year pilot have 
chosen to take part in the second year. Both will 
use the pupils who took part in last year’s pilot to 
introduce the project to the new cohort and will 
involve them in its delivery. The teachers see this 
as an opportunity for previous participants to use 
and further develop the speaking and listening 
skills they have acquired. 

Next year will see a number of developments and 
changes from the first year’s pilot as a result of the 
evaluation which included invaluable feedback 
from pupils, teachers and business volunteers. 
In particular we plan to focus on developing 
resources to support participating schools to 
deliver the Words for Work project themselves. 
A comprehensive resource pack will be available 
for participating schools to support teachers to 
deliver workshops, with support from the Words 
for Work team throughout the project. 

 

I’ll leave you with this fantastic closing statement 
from a young student: 

‘I still don’t know what (I want to) do but I 
think I can do anything now that I have been 
on Words for Work.’ 

If you think that Words for Work would benefit 
your school, please contact me or my colleague 
Laura to register (our details below). You can also 
be kept up-to-date through our newsletters as we 
develop our exciting plans. n

Sally Melvin
Words for Work Project Manager
sally.melvin@literacytrust.org.uk

Laura Kenwright
Words for Work Project Officer
Laura.kenwright@literacytrust.org.uk

At the National Literacy Trust we know when 
the public hear the word ‘literacy’ they generally 
think of reading and writing. But ‘literacy’ is really 
the potent combination of four essential skills 
which all support each other – reading, writing, 
speaking and listening. Despite the fact that 
research (see Employability skills explored by 
R. Martin, Learning and Skills Network) reveals 
speaking and listening are the skills most used 
in the world of work, these skills are sadly often 
overlooked. When reading newspaper articles with 
employers bemoaning the lack of young people’s 
communication skills, I have often wondered how 
these skills can be best supported in school. As a 
former teacher, I know that historically there has 
been less clear direction in terms of supporting 
these skills compared with reading and writing. 
With this in mind, myself and my colleagues at 
the National Literacy Trust were delighted to 
launch our new speaking and listening pilot in 
schools – Words for Work – in April this year. The 
aim of the project is to ensure youngsters develop 
the speaking and listening skills they need for a 
successful career and a happy life.

Words for Work, funded by the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation and the Wates Foundation, enabled us 
to run a national pilot with year 9 pupils in two 
schools located in disadvantaged areas. Young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds are less 
likely to gain the skills and confidence to present 
themselves well in job interviews. Business people 
from local businesses volunteered to work with the 
students as they undertook a journey to investigate 
and develop their speaking and listening skills. 
The first two schools to take part in the project 
were Bishop David Brown School, Woking, Surrey 
and Rosedale College, Hayes, Middlesex. 

Firmly rooted in Key Stage 3 English programmes 
of study, with an additional emphasis on enabling 
pupils to develop their functional skills (levels 
one and two), the project ran as a series of ten 
workshops divided into two phases. The first part 
promoted pupil discussion, encouraging pupils 
to think about their current communication uses 
and needs, why speaking and listening are such 
vital skills and how communication can help them 
in their present and future lives. The second part 
involved a number of business volunteers working 
in teams with pupils to consider communication 
in the workplace through discussion and project 
work. The volunteers shared their experience 

Find out why you’ll want 
your students to talk in class
by Sally Melvin

of communication in the workplace; acted as 
positive role models for the pupils; and tasked 
them to engage in a ‘real-life’ workplace situation. 

The pupils taking part in the project developed and 
improved a range of skills including adapting talk 
for a range of purposes and audiences; listening 
and responding constructively to others taking 
different views into account; and taking different 
roles in organising, planning and sustaining 
talk in groups. For me personally, the best thing 
was watching the young people becoming more 
confident and putting the communication skills 
they learnt into practice. At the end of the pilot, a 
young pupil told me: 

‘I thought communication was important but 
I didn’t realise how important and how much 
of a difference it makes. I use body language 
and eye contact more now I’m aware of it. 
I’ve learnt you’ve got to give and take, talk 
and listen – now I’ve got some skills I’m using 
them, like at home, instead of shouting, I’ve 
started talking more and getting on better.’

Another student said: 

‘I think everyone learns from each other. I’ve 
gained more confidence.
 
Going for a job interview now I would know 
how to talk, I would know how my facial 
expressions should be and social things; I’d be 
who I am but talk to some people differently.’

It’s been an exhilarating and sometimes tiring 
journey but I’m thrilled to say that the pilot has 
been a resounding success. We have worked with 
50 young people and 27 volunteers from five local 
businesses and have received great feedback from 
students, teachers and the business volunteers. 

Business volunteer, James Guy, Global Product 
Director from GSK Pharmaceuticals said:

‘I got involved in this because I wanted to get 
a better understanding of the local community 
and the challenges these students have. They 
are as smart as any child but because of 
what they face in terms of English not being 
their first language, peer pressure and social 
aspects, they may not feel they have the same 
opportunity as others. It’s great to see them 
realise the importance of getting a good job 
and through taking part in this initiative they 
can see that communication could impact on 
their future.’

The feedback from the schools was also really 
positive. Staff obviously felt that the initiative was 
very effective. Stuart Shephard, Headteacher of 
Bishop David Brown School, told me:

‘The Words for Work project has greatly 
enhanced the curriculum provision in Year 9. 
We have seen motivated, enthused and happy 
students whose communication skills have 
significantly improved.’ 

‘…the potent combination of 
four essential skills…’

‘I’d be who I am but talk to 
some people differently.’

‘ I’ve 
learnt 
you’ve 
got to give 
and take, 
talk and 
listen…’

‘I think 
I can do 
anything 
now…’

Business volunteer Claire 
Dingley from McLaren 
Automotive speaks to young 
people from Bishop David 
Brown School.

Business volunteer 
Paula Kirby from GSK 
Pharmaceuticals helps 
members of her team at 
Rosedale College put the 
finishing touches to their 
communication poster.
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in the world of work, these skills are sadly often 
overlooked. When reading newspaper articles with 
employers bemoaning the lack of young people’s 
communication skills, I have often wondered how 
these skills can be best supported in school. As a 
former teacher, I know that historically there has 
been less clear direction in terms of supporting 
these skills compared with reading and writing. 
With this in mind, myself and my colleagues at 
the National Literacy Trust were delighted to 
launch our new speaking and listening pilot in 
schools – Words for Work – in April this year. The 
aim of the project is to ensure youngsters develop 
the speaking and listening skills they need for a 
successful career and a happy life.

Words for Work, funded by the Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation and the Wates Foundation, enabled us 
to run a national pilot with year 9 pupils in two 
schools located in disadvantaged areas. Young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds are less 
likely to gain the skills and confidence to present 
themselves well in job interviews. Business people 
from local businesses volunteered to work with the 
students as they undertook a journey to investigate 
and develop their speaking and listening skills. 
The first two schools to take part in the project 
were Bishop David Brown School, Woking, Surrey 
and Rosedale College, Hayes, Middlesex. 

Firmly rooted in Key Stage 3 English programmes 
of study, with an additional emphasis on enabling 
pupils to develop their functional skills (levels 
one and two), the project ran as a series of ten 
workshops divided into two phases. The first part 
promoted pupil discussion, encouraging pupils 
to think about their current communication uses 
and needs, why speaking and listening are such 
vital skills and how communication can help them 
in their present and future lives. The second part 
involved a number of business volunteers working 
in teams with pupils to consider communication 
in the workplace through discussion and project 
work. The volunteers shared their experience 

Find out why you’ll want 
your students to talk in class
by Sally Melvin

of communication in the workplace; acted as 
positive role models for the pupils; and tasked 
them to engage in a ‘real-life’ workplace situation. 

The pupils taking part in the project developed and 
improved a range of skills including adapting talk 
for a range of purposes and audiences; listening 
and responding constructively to others taking 
different views into account; and taking different 
roles in organising, planning and sustaining 
talk in groups. For me personally, the best thing 
was watching the young people becoming more 
confident and putting the communication skills 
they learnt into practice. At the end of the pilot, a 
young pupil told me: 

‘I thought communication was important but 
I didn’t realise how important and how much 
of a difference it makes. I use body language 
and eye contact more now I’m aware of it. 
I’ve learnt you’ve got to give and take, talk 
and listen – now I’ve got some skills I’m using 
them, like at home, instead of shouting, I’ve 
started talking more and getting on better.’

Another student said: 

‘I think everyone learns from each other. I’ve 
gained more confidence.
 
Going for a job interview now I would know 
how to talk, I would know how my facial 
expressions should be and social things; I’d be 
who I am but talk to some people differently.’

It’s been an exhilarating and sometimes tiring 
journey but I’m thrilled to say that the pilot has 
been a resounding success. We have worked with 
50 young people and 27 volunteers from five local 
businesses and have received great feedback from 
students, teachers and the business volunteers. 

Business volunteer, James Guy, Global Product 
Director from GSK Pharmaceuticals said:

‘I got involved in this because I wanted to get 
a better understanding of the local community 
and the challenges these students have. They 
are as smart as any child but because of 
what they face in terms of English not being 
their first language, peer pressure and social 
aspects, they may not feel they have the same 
opportunity as others. It’s great to see them 
realise the importance of getting a good job 
and through taking part in this initiative they 
can see that communication could impact on 
their future.’

The feedback from the schools was also really 
positive. Staff obviously felt that the initiative was 
very effective. Stuart Shephard, Headteacher of 
Bishop David Brown School, told me:

‘The Words for Work project has greatly 
enhanced the curriculum provision in Year 9. 
We have seen motivated, enthused and happy 
students whose communication skills have 
significantly improved.’ 

‘…the potent combination of 
four essential skills…’

‘I’d be who I am but talk to 
some people differently.’

‘ I’ve 
learnt 
you’ve 
got to give 
and take, 
talk and 
listen…’

‘I think 
I can do 
anything 
now…’

Business volunteer Claire 
Dingley from McLaren 
Automotive speaks to young 
people from Bishop David 
Brown School.

Business volunteer 
Paula Kirby from GSK 
Pharmaceuticals helps 
members of her team at 
Rosedale College put the 
finishing touches to their 
communication poster.
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For teachers, October sees the heady days of the 
new September intake fading into the distance as 
the hard work of a new academic year begins. If 
you are lucky enough to work in a school that 
has a strong transition programme in place, you 
will already have a wealth of information about 
the children that you teach, preferred learning 
styles, strengths and weaknesses etc; if not, 
you will have spent the last month gleaning the 
information you require. Whichever year group 
you teach, there will be a cohort of children that 
invariably will have caught your eye, who are 
those with special educational needs (SEN). 

With the abundance of headlines focussed on 
special schools, the role of the SENCO, and use 
of the term SEN, special needs children and the 
pedagogy behind their teaching has never had a 
higher profile. However, behind the headlines we 
need to remember that with over 20% of children 
having some form of special need, all teachers are 
teachers of pupils with special educational needs 
and it is important that all staff acknowledge SEN 
as a whole school responsibility. 

At his point I would like to draw your attention 
to the ongoing Achievement for All project (AfA). 
It aims to improve achievement and progress for 
special needs children and identifies the need for 
a whole school approach; strategically led by the 
school leadership team. AfA cites OFSTED in 
providing evidence that:

‘pupils with even the most severe and complex 
needs were able to make outstanding progress 
in all types of settings. High quality specialist 
teachers and a commitment by leaders to 
create opportunities to include all pupils were 
the keys to success.’ (Ofsted 2006) 

Special needs 
pupils – high 
expectations 
for all?
by Sean Stockdale

It does not seem too much of a leap to conclude 
that high quality teachers are born from 
high quality training and that children with 
special needs require skilled practitioners who 
understand how their needs can be met. As a 
literacy teacher you might receive training in your 
specialist subject, but nasen would argue that 
special needs training should be a fundamental 
part of all teachers’ ongoing professional 
development. This could be a mixture of in-
house, external training, visiting other settings 
or even on-line. If the SENCO is the only staff 
member receiving SEN training how can this 
knowledge be effectively transferred to you? How 
can one staff member possibly meet the needs of 
all the SEN children within a particular setting? 
Nasen encourages schools to take a longer term 
view by spreading the skills around the school 
team, if only to ensure that one staff member 
isn’t constantly overwhelmed. Many teachers 
undertake the bulk of their training within their 
school, but just as we see outside experiences 
as crucial to our pupils’ success, should we not 
provide staff with the same opportunities? A key 

feature of outstanding schools is that despite the 
number of professionals who come to visit them, 
they remain outward looking, placing acquiring 
new skills for all staff as a key element in their 
ongoing success. 

The National year of Speech, Language and 
Communication 
Having identified that special needs training 
should be a key element of your ongoing 
professional development, the next question is: 
where as a literacy teacher should you start? The 
connection between special needs and literacy 
teachers is highlighted in the large proportion 
of special needs children that have some form 
of speech language or communication needs 
(SLCN). The Communication Trust note that 
between 5 and 7% of children starting school have 
SLCN in the absence of any other difficulty, and 
they represent the most common need identified 
in statements. Given the large amount of press 
coverage you may be aware of the appointment 
of Jean Gross and the communication charities’ 
impending National Year of Speech, Language 

‘…it is important that 
all staff acknowledge 
SEN as a whole school 
responsibility.’

‘…all teachers 
are teachers of 
pupils with special 
educational needs…’

‘How can 
one staff 
member… 
meet the 
needs of 
all the SEN 
children…?’

nasen Live delegates 
understand the importance 
of continuing professional 
development.

Appropriate ICT resources 
engage and empower 
emergent writers.
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to record their ideas then use your IWB to play 
the sound back. Or even use a hand held video 
camera to create short videos to play back, the 
list is endless! An additional bonus of capturing 
work electronically is that it is easy to share for 
a variety of audiences; this might be to support 
new work, informal assessment judgements or to 
improve home/school links. With the proliferation 
of learning platforms there is no excuse for not 
taking advantage of using new media to allow 
parents a window into your classroom. The key 
to taking advantage of new technologies is that 
the children are trained to do it themselves so 
it doesn’t become another task to add to your 
already overloaded schedule. 

To conclude, like most things worth doing well in 
education there are no quick fixes, meeting the 
needs of children with special educational needs 
requires planning, preparation and consistent 
application of approaches across the school. 
Children only get one chance and you can make 
a difference; every teacher is a teacher of special 
needs children and as a literacy teacher you can 
play a key role in ensuring that all children can 
take advantage of the opportunities which a high 
quality, 21st century education provides. n

Sean Stockdale
Editor of Nasen magazine, Special, and a former
AST for ICT and English

Communication in 2011. The importance of 
meeting children’s communication needs is 
highlighted in the statistics Jean cites, such as: 

• vocabulary at the age of five is one of the most 
significant predictors of the qualifications 
pupils achieve when they leave school

• children whose speech, language and 
communication needs are not resolved by the 
age of five-and-a-half are almost certain to 
have lifelong literacy difficulties

• two-thirds of 7–14 year olds with serious 
behaviour problems have language 
impairment. (Special magazine, September 
2010)

Whatever phase you teach, these statistics make 
pretty stark reading and illustrate that literacy 
teachers have a crucial role to play as part of a 
nationwide drive to tackle SLCN. However, for 
those of you looking to improve special needs 
provision, who work in a school where it has 
fallen off the radar, or want to raise the quality of 
provision for all children, it also offers the ideal 
opportunity to put the structures in place that 
ensure that special needs does not remain the 
sole preserve of the SENCO, literacy teachers or 
a small pocket of specialist staff, but is ingrained 
as a whole school priority.

Resources to support communication
If the National Year of Speech, Language and 
Communication has struck a chord with you, as 
a literacy teacher you have a wealth of a wealth 
of technology that is at your disposal to assist in 
improving SLCN. Firstly, although their use still 
divides opinion, mobile phones include a vast 
array of tools to benefit the modern learner – 
recently qualified teachers should remember that 
a modern phone has more inbuilt technology 
than many of us were able to access during our 
training at university, whether it is the inbuilt 
camera (excellent for providing images to 
support writing), voice recorder (speaking and 
listening practice), access to online resources, or 
even access to the school’s learning platform. I 
have even used a dummy mobile phone for pupils 
to model speaking into – I was amazed at how 
easily pupils could hold phone conversations with 
imaginary book characters. The same functions 
can be gained from a dictaphone, digital camera 
and wireless netbook or tablet. Want to gather 
a sample of text to explore on the interactive 
whiteboard (IWB) but can’t access a visualiser? 
How about teaching the children to scan in their 
work so that you can use the IWB software to 
annotate their work? Are some of your pupils 
reluctant to read to the class? Send them outside 

‘…like 
most 
things 
worth 
doing 
well in 
education 
there are 
no quick 
fixes…’

Additional information
Do you want to find out more about special needs? Access free special needs articles here:
http://www.nasen.org.uk/special-magazine-archive/
For more information about special needs training visit: http://www.nasen.org.uk/professional-development/
Nasen is currently running a story writing competition open to all children and young adults, more information 
here: http://www.nasen.org.uk/2011-writing/
Nasen has created an online collection of journal articles free to view here:
http://www.wiley.com/bw/vi.asp?ref=0952-3383&site=1
If you wish to find out more about nasen visit: www.nasen.org.uk

Nasen is the leading UK professional association 
embracing all special and additional educational 
needs and disabilities, promoting the education, 
training, development and support of all those 
working within this field. Nasen also contributes 
greatly and has a strong influence on policy and 
practice in the area of special educational needs 
through consultation and joint projects with other 
professional bodies. We hold a national event called 
‘nasen Live’ open to all teachers May 25th-26th 2011, 
and run other regional training events throughout 
the year.

NATE Collections 6 Speaking & Listening KS2 to KS4 40



Feature: Feet first

16 NATE Classroom Issue 15

Context
In an article entitled ‘Up, Close and Personal’ in 
Classroom 6 (Autumn 2008) I described ways in 
which a range of drama approaches might be used 
to engage, inspire and deepen pupils’ reading in 
both primary and secondary phases. I illustrated 
the approaches with reference to the first chapter 
of a new novel that was being eagerly discussed 
by colleagues at the time. That was The Boy 
in the Striped Pyjamas by John Boyne. That 
book went on to become a popular staple of the 
current English classroom. This article re-visits 
some of those ideas with a particular emphasis 
on new novels – new to me at least – and their 
openings and structures. These are texts that you 
might look at to invigorate your book stock or 
your schemes of work. 

The ‘feet first’ of the title refers not only to the 
nature of the drama approaches but also to a style 
of teaching that throws the pupil directly into 
small sections of text and asks them to explore 
their meanings closely and actively. The unit of 
work that follows is based on the opening chapter 
of The Ghost’s Child by Sonya Hartnett .
 
I am currently developing units on other 
recently published texts: My Sister Lives on the 
Mantelpiece by Annabel Pitcher, A Monster Calls 
by Patrick Ness and The Devil Walks by Anne 
Fine. I am hoping that the approaches described 
can be used to promote some of these recently 
published novels, widen our pupils’ awareness of 
new texts and entice them to read the texts for 
themselves. The activities are designed to:
i. promote active, cognitive, imaginative and 

personal engagement with the text,
ii. encourage close, analytical reading that seeks 

out inference and implication,
iii. direct pupils to think about the structure of the 

text and, in particular, to make links between 
openings and endings

The Ghost’s Child by Sonya Hartnett
(Walker Books, 2008, ISBN 9781406313192)

Talk and walk 
Distribute Extract One (below) and ask the pupils 
to walk around the space reading and re-reading 
the extract as they walk.

Feet first
Engaging pupils in new fiction by Michael Connell

Extract One: 
One damp silvery afternoon an old lady came 
home from walking her dog and found a boy 
sitting in her lounge room on the floral settee. 
The boy hadn’t been invited, so the old lady was 
surprised to see him. It wasn’t a large boy, and 
he looked annoyed and bored, as if he had been 
waiting for some time.

Pupils should form pairs at your direction –  
new pairs for each question/task below. Allow 30 
seconds to a minute for each of the questions/
tasks. They should continue walking and re-
reading the extract between paired tasks.
Questions and tasks:
• What do you notice about the first sentence? 

Do you think there is anything odd about the 
phrase ‘in her lounge room’?

• ‘Show me’ a freeze frame of the moment 
before the old lady and boy see each other for 
the first time.

• Read the second sentence again. Discuss the 
writer’s choice of the word ‘surprised’

• ‘Show me’ a freeze frame of the moment after 
the old lady sees the boy. Make a decision 
about how the boy will look as well as the 
old lady.

• Re-read the third sentence. Why do you think 
the writer refers to the boy as ‘It’?

• Finally. Imagine a period of silence. Look at the 
third sentence again. Focus on what the writer 
tells us about the boy’s attitude and feelings. 
Devise a tableau/still image/freeze frame that 
shows this period of silence. At this point you 
can show/share some of these still images and 
ask the pupils to think about which of the two 
characters has ‘power’ in this situation. Is this 
surprising? Why? It might be interesting to 
explore how the pupils view the relative status 
of the two characters at this stage.

Scripting an initial exchange
Choose one of the still images and re-create it 
with the class forming the walls and doorway of 
the ‘lounge room’. Ask two other pupils to be the 
voices of the two characters. These voice actors 
will speak the lines and will be placed in the ‘walls’ 
behind their characters. Explain that together the 
class is going to ‘script’ the first three utterances 
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between these characters – as they might appear 
in the lines that follow Extract One. Explain that 
either character may speak, either can remain 
silent but there must be three short utterances 
in total. Movement should be minimised during 
the dialogue – the character-actors in the still 
image should remain more or less in their frozen 
positions.

Lots of lively discussion and disagreement 
should follow. Who would speak first? Will both 
characters speak? The pupils will want to try 
out lots of different ideas and versions. Each 
suggestion should be tried until the group are 
happy with an utterance. Then they can move on 
to the next one. Using the voice-actors the short 
script is soon agreed and performed with some 
satisfaction. You might want to suggest to the 
pupils that they can experiment with pauses and 
short periods of silence before or between the 
utterances. In so doing you can help the pupils 
recognise a key contrast between narrative and 
dramatic structure. Silence and time are cognitive 
notions in fiction; they are visceral and physical 
in drama.
At this point you should tell the pupils that the 
old lady’s name is Matilda or Maddy. She is 
seventy-five years old. She lives alone with 
her dog, Peake. The boy is eleven years old. 
Explain that the old lady offers to make a 
pot of tea. After a moment’s thought the boy 
accepts the offer. Matilda leaves the lounge 
room and goes to the kitchen.

Guided tours
Ask the pupils to work in new pairs. The pupils 
are going to take each other on imaginary 
‘guided tours’. Before undertaking this activity as 
described you will need to be confident that the 
pupils will work responsibly and that the working 
space is adequate and safe. The activity may be 
undertaken in seated pair work. 

Ask Pupil B to close his/her eyes whilst Pupil A 
gives a tour of Matilda’s kitchen as she makes 
the pot of tea. As the pairs walk slowly round the 
imaginary room Pupil A describes the kitchen 
in detail: its colours, equipment, outlook and 
furniture. After about a minute the tour ends and 
the pupils face each other as Pupil B tells Pupil A 
all that s/he can remember. This helps to reinforce 
the detail and can be useful for any descriptive 
writing activity that might follow. When the 
kitchen has been explored repeat the activity by 
asking Pupil B to take Pupil A on a tour of the 
lounge room as the boy sits on the ‘floral settee’ 
waiting for the tea to be made. It might be useful 
to have both characters imaginatively ‘frozen’ 
whilst the tours are conducted.

Dialogue and relationship
Ask pupils to form new pairs and distribute 
Extract Two (below). Explain that this dialogue 
takes place when the old lady returns to the 
lounge room with the tea and biscuits.

Extract Two (edited)
Boy: What’s your dog’s name?
Matilda: His name is Peake. Do you take sugar?
Boy: What sort of dog is he?
Matilda: The proper sort, I suppose. He quarrels 

with cats and chats with strangers and 
keeps himself clean. He buries bones and 
keeps tabs on his enemies and sleeps 
under my bed. That sort of dog.

Boy: I meant what breed is he, what kind?
Matilda: Who knows? The scruffy kind, the busy 

body kind, the kind which likes his dinner 
on time. He’s something of everything, the 
way a dog should be. Do you take sugar?

Boy: I don’t know. Should I?
Matilda: You would probably prefer it.
Boy: Yes please, sugar.

This dialogue may be explored in a number of ways 
that help link with the earlier scripting exercise 
and allow pupils to explore the two characters 
and their developing relationship. Readers may 
be familiar with the following exercises that I first 
encountered through workshop sessions with the 
RSC education team. Here they are adapted to 
dialogue within a prose fiction text.

One word dialogues
In order to explore the text more closely ask 
the pupil pairs to reduce Extract Two to just 
six words – three words for each character. The 
pupils work together with a highlighter pen to 
select the six words that capture the essence 
of conversation and the feelings of the two 
characters. You can see and hear some of these 
skeletal versions performed and ask pupils to 
notice the implications of word choices and styles 
of delivery.

The chase
Ask the pupil taking the part of the old lady to 
start the exercise by walking away from the boy. 
The old lady should continue to walk away from 
the boy throughout the dialogue. The boy must 
follow Matilda but must not touch her or jump 
in front of her. The old lady should deliver her 
lines as she continues to ‘leave’ the boy. The 
pupils should swap parts in order to experience 
both roles. This exercise gives insight into plot, 
character and developing relationship between 
the protagonists. It is interesting here to ask the 
pupils to compare the relative power of the two 
characters through this dialogue with the analysis 
they gave during the freeze frame exercise 
described in the initial engagement with Extract 
One.

An interesting practical extension of this task is 
to ask either or both characters to decide a point 
in the dialogue at which either character might 
suddenly stop the chase. The old lady or the boy 
simply stops; refusing to continue the chase and 
fundamentally changing the direction and nature 
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The pupils are now ready to speculate about not 
only what is likely to happen in the pages of the 
novel that follow but also to draw on their literary 
and moving image experience to identify the 
kind of story structure suggested by the opening 
chapter. Their speculation can be supported by 
knowing that the final chapter of the book – 200 
pages on – involves the same three characters, in 
the same room a little later on the same day.

Conclusion
These activities and this way of approaching 
the novel have been largely described in the 
expectation that the pupils will go on to read 
and enjoy the full text together. However, you 
might want to try out the work described here 
without having access to a set of The Ghost’s 
Child. The close reading, the active speculation 
and the covert engagement with Hartnett’s style 
and technique should equip the pupils to write 
and to enjoy writing plausible versions of the last 
chapter of The Ghost’s Child for themselves. 
There are so many exciting new titles available 
for pupils to enjoy between Key Stage 2 and 4 
that their impact and value shouldn’t have to 
wait until the text is established as a classroom 
‘classic’ or until we have the resources available 
to purchase a full set of a chosen text.

The ‘feet-first’ approaches exemplified here 
for The Ghost’s Child may be applied and 
repeated to a wide range of new texts for 
primary and secondary age readers. Importantly, 
these approaches demand close, careful and 
imaginative engagement with short passages 
of carefully chosen and edited text. Two other 
purposes are served. Firstly they help our pupils 
develop an increasing understanding of how 
novels are made and how they work on and with 
the reader. That understanding I would argue 
needs to be fostered through wide and varied 
acquaintance and encounters with novels. We 
can’t rely solely on a narrow diet of familiar 
or available class readers – however worthy or  
well established.

Secondly these approaches allow the English 
teacher to introduce and engage pupils with a 
range of interesting contemporary titles. Some of 
these titles may become classroom classics, most 
will not. But they will be new, unexpected and, in 
the hands of the teasing and daring teacher, they 
will prove enticing and enriching for our pupils.

As mentioned above I am currently working on 
‘feet-first’ activities for three other titles published 
in 2011 and would be delighted to exchange ideas 
with colleagues interested in using these texts 
with their pupils. n

Mick Connell
PGCE English Tutor, the University of Sheffield
Email: m.j.connell@sheffield.ac.uk

Recommended titles:

The Ghost’s Child, 
Sonya Hartnett, Walker 
Books Ltd, 2008

My Sister Lives on 
the Mantlepiece, 
Annabel Pitcher, Orion 
Children’s Books, 2011

A Monster Calls, Patrick 
Ness from an original 
idea by Siobhan Dowd, 
Walker Books Ltd, 2011

The Devil Walks, Anne 
Fine, Doubleday, 2011

of the interchange. This should prompt the pupils 
to make inferences and predictions about the 
relationship between the characters, their relative 
power and the direction of the narrative.

Working with this dialogue will also raise key, 
central questions about the ‘boy’ and it is this 
aspect that we turn to next. Ask the pupils to 
work individually or in pairs on Extract Three 
(below)

Extract Three
Matilda guessed he was eleven or twelve. He wore 
a loose red collarless shirt with three unfastened 
buttons at the throat. It was a flimsy garment for 
such a damp day. His trousers were the colour of 
charcoal, and showed, on the knees, signs of dirt. 
On his feet were socks and good scuffed lace-up 
boots. He did not smell of anything; yet nor was he 
perfectly clean.

Firstly ask the pupils to identify and list all the 
nouns in the passage. Next a list of the adjectives 
should be made. In small groups ask the pupils to 
discuss the two lists and to come up with three 
questions that the description raises about the 
boy; his background, his life and the reason(s) 
for his sudden appearance in Matilda’s house.

To extend this close reading and inference 
you might use a ‘role on the wall’ activity that 
identifies the things we definitely know about 
the boy alongside some of the things we might 
infer or speculate about in terms of his nature 
and purpose.

Now introduce the Extract Four (below). These 
lines end the first chapter of The Ghost’s Child.

Extract Four
Before she could think of anything to say, the 
visitor lowered his cup, wiped his mouth with his 
wrist and regarded her through grave eyes. His 
voice was grim when he announced, ‘I have bad 
news for you’.

Ask the pupils to form ‘the walls’ of the room 
as they have done previously. Nominate two 
pupils to represent the old lady and the boy and 
agree a seating arrangement for them within 
the ‘walls’ of the lounge room. Work with the 
whole group to ‘sculpt’ the two figures into two 
agreed and distinct tableaux. The first should be 
at the moment of the boy’s announcement. The 
pupils will need to use all their prior knowledge 
and inference to determine the appearance 
and demeanour of both characters. Is the boy 
threatening? Vengeful? Sympathetic? Unstable? 
Is the old lady shocked? Upset? Expectant? 
Resigned? The pupils will need to explore a range 
of potential interpretations, justify them and give 
their speculations a physical enactment. It seems 
to me that the teacher’s job, in part, is to keep the 
possibilities open, the meanings mutable and the 
speculation alive.

‘…they  
will prove 
enticing 
and 
enriching 
…’
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A Life in Collaborative Learning
An Interview with Stuart Scott

Valerie Coultas interviews Stuart Scott, the Director of the Collaborative Learning Project, about his
influential work in developing effective talk and group-work in multicultural classrooms.

Valerie Coultas is a
lecturer at the
School of Education
at Kingston
University  and the
Secretary  of the
NATE multi- cultural
committee.

VC: How important was talk and oracy for learning

in your life before you became a teacher?

SS: I thought about this last night. I had quite a lot of

opportunities for talk in my early education, partly

because of going to a very small village school. It had

one class for key stage one, one for key stage two and

one for key stage three and I left it when I went off to

the grammar school at the end of key stage two. It had a

very informal atmosphere. There were lots of

opportunities for talk for example, in the equivalent of

year 6, we were doing research in history and, something

that would not happen nowadays, we wandered around

the village knocking on doors, having tea with old ladies.

This was unassisted and unaccompanied and involved

interviewing and taking our own notes and finding out

what their lives were like. So there was a lot of listening,

reporting and feeding back. Lots of opportunities in my

own childhood. And to feel that I had been listened to

and that what I had to offer was valued.

This was less so in Secondary school because I went to

a grammar school (an all boys grammar school) but in

both History and English there were still lots of

opportunities for talk, occasionally giving presentations,

Stuart Scott is director of the Collaborative Learning Project

(www.collaborativelearning.org), set up by ILEA in 1983, and

an independent EAL consultant (www.connectforlearning

.org.uk). Previously, he worked in London for 20 years as an

English and EAL teacher, advisory teacher, and head teacher. He

has been an Oftsed inspector and has taught language and

reading development at the Open University and was centrally

involved in the NFER Partnership Teaching Project and the EC

Intercultural Education Partnership. He is chair of NATE’s

Multicultural Committee.

This interview took place in September 2008. It is part of a

series of interviews with teachers about their life long experiences

of talk as learners and as teachers. I interviewed Stuart because

he has been committed to talk for learning for several decades

and the Collaborative Learning Project, established in 1983 at the

time of the ILEA, has provided a very valuable bank of resources

and a network for teachers who wish to promote talk and

collaborative learning in the classroom.

Stuart, and other colleagues in the project, continue to work

with teachers in schools today to develop materials that empower

children as language users. The nature of the support that

teachers receive from this project is non-judgemental. This type of support is a refreshingly different approach from the

performativity cultures that surround teachers in many urban schools today.  

The interview brings out these points, providing some more insights into Stuart’s school experiences and describing how and

why he became committed to collaborative learning. He makes some interesting suggestions about what is needed to give

teachers more space and support for promoting talk in classrooms today.
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almost equivalent to hot-seating nowadays.

VC: Was it really like that? Hot-seating?

SS: It was like we were put on the spot and we had to

talk about things and there was a lot of teaching by

questioning particularly in history. Questions were put to

individual pupils and they were very open-ended. One of

the things that must have got embedded at that stage was

the frustration in having to wait because there were too

many people wanting to talk. I would say that I had a lot

of opportunity to express myself at school and to talk

things through.

VC: In English?

SS: Partly because the school was grooming us for

Cambridge they gave us tutorials with two or three

people and this gave us the opportunity to engage in

close talk, discussions, a ‘socratic dialogue’,  that would

prepare us for tutorials. A lot of it took place after school

and some of these sessions took place on Saturdays. You

wonder if every child got this sort of attention. Science

was not taught this way. It was just note taking and this

never interested me. 

VC: That’s really good.

The Collaborative Learning Project

Stuart Scott writes:

The Collaborative Learning Project started in 1983, funded and supported by the Inner London Education Authority, and was part of the teacher action

research that led to the Oracy Project and the Language in the Curriculum Project. It remains a teacher owned network, which anyone is welcome to

join. We wanted to provide interesting ways for children to learn in classes, where many different languages were spoken, and where children were

learning English while learning. Activities to promote talk take time to make, but by sharing them, we hope to inspire others to work in similar ways.

Our aim is to provide examples of group talk activities that will benefit all children, while at the same time provide scaffolding for learning English.

Collaborative activities are vital for children learning English, but at the same time other learners benefit in many ways. Children new to English need

exposure to visually stimulating collaborative talk activities in short sessions throughout their learning. Many teachers are now using the strategies for

creating classrooms where first languages can be used in a similar way to support learning. 

Activities on the Collaborative Learning Website 

A range of collaborative learning activities may be found on the Collaborative Learning website (www.collaborativelearning.org). They cover all curriculum

areas and all key stages including foundation (early years). The activities we make available can be used as they are, or they can be adapted to fit into your

planning. We also strongly hope they become templates for your own activities. Please don't just look at the activities available for your year group. All the

activities can be easily adapted to any age group. When you have developed your own versions we hope you will share them; by either sending them to us,

sending us a link, or posting them on similar sites. We encourage you to join our network of teachers who are posting activities on this and linked sites. 

The activities we disseminate were influenced by current thinking about the role of language in learning. They are designed to help children learn through

talk and active learning in small groups. They work best in mixed classes where children in need of language or learning support are integrated. 

• They are well suited for the development of speaking and listening. They provide teachers opportunities for assessment of speaking and listening and

other formative assessment. 

• They support differentiation by placing a high value on what children can offer to each other on a particular topic, and also give children the chance to

respect each other’s views and formulate shared opinions which they can disseminate to peers. By helping them to take ideas and abstract concepts,

discuss, paraphrase and move them about physically, they help to develop thinking skills. 

• They give children the opportunity to participate in their own words and language in their own time without pressure. Many activities can be tried out

in mother tongue and afterwards in English. A growing number of activities are available in more than one language, not translated, but mixed, so that

you may need more than one language to complete the activity. 

• They encourage study skills in context, and should therefore be used with a range of appropriate information books which are preferably within reach

in the classroom. 

• They are generally adaptable over a wide age range because children can bring their own knowledge to an activity and refer to books at an

appropriate level. The activities work like catalysts. 

• All project activities were planned and developed by teachers working together, and the main reason they are disseminated is to encourage teachers to

work effectively with each other inside and outside the classroom. They have made it possible for mainstream and language and learning support

teachers to share an equal role in curriculum delivery. They should be adapted to local conditions. 

Resources for English include activities for teaching aspects of A Modest Proposal, Of Mice and Men, Holes, The Withered Arm, Great Expectations, An

Inspector Calls, Hamlet, Macbeth, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, Romeo and Juliet, Richard III, Canterbury Tales, Macavity the

Mystery Cat, and a range of other poetry, story and language activities.
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That’s a result of reading your questions last night and

starting to reminisce. Not too far back? 

VC: No that’s lovely

SS: Some of our English teachers in Year 10 and up were

very bright, straight out of university. They were so

enthusiastic about their subject. There was a lot going on

at that time in English teaching. I was lucky enough to

be taught by Leavis when I went to Cambridge. They

were Leavisites and they had a great enthusiasm for

literature. We used to spend a lot of time looking at texts

and discussing their provenance. We had more time to go

into depth because you only needed 2 A levels then. I

remember them telling us that we were the cream of the

cream. At that time only a very few people went to

university. It was the 11 plus and it must have been the

quality of the young teacher who taught me at Key Stage

Two … a Miss Hills. It was young creative teachers. She

must have really worked very hard. My parents were not

unsupportive; there were books in the house and my

father was a reader, but it was quite a quantum leap and

I was the only child to go to the grammar school from

that school. I am very grateful to my teachers.

VC: Yes, indeed, I think we should all be very

grateful to our teachers … So therefore onto the

second question. How important is talk to you now

as a teacher?

SS: Very important. It’s something I have been very

committed to enabling, networking and supporting ever

since I started teaching. I think talk is the keystone of

everything else. Silence is not golden. I studied literature

at university and then got very interested in language. At

Cambridge you could only study Medieval languages and

then I did my PG work in linguistics, both pure and

applied. So I learnt a lot about the origins and I learnt a

lot about socio- and psycho- linguistics and this led me

into teaching abroad. And this led me into ways of

working and teaching with language.

VC: You’re saying that you had a social commitment to

talk and that this became an intellectual commitment?

SS: It was partly political and it was to do with class. I

believed that everyone could do the same as me with the

right support. It’s also partly because I enjoyed working

with adults in Bucharest and Munich teaching English

language and setting up language programmes. I was

lucky that I was taught by Michael Halliday, Peter

Strevens, June Derrick who were looking at approaches

to teaching English. While I was doing a PG Diploma in

EFL I was also involved in a teacher-training programme

as it was a dual course. Teaching practice was in Spain,

Huddersfield and Leeds. It was also cross-phase. At that

time in Huddersfield all the migrants were arriving and

working the nightshift and this was my first contact with

EAL on that teaching practice.

In 1966, I returned to England very interested in EAL. I

was offered a job at Westfield College to train teachers

because of my background in linguistics as they were

beginning to develop the B Ed degree and needed a

linguist. Because I had no experience I spent a day a

week in Smethwick working with EAL students and set

up a course for the students. Talk was important here.

After a research seminar I met Andrew Wilkinson at

Birmingham University. He was very influential and very

persuasive and in Spoken English he wrote very

powerfully. He was a sociologist with a linguistic

background, a bit of a philosopher, and he influenced

me to look at oracy in more detail. I felt a bit disjointed

because I did not have enough teaching experience. For

a 6-year distraction I went to America but I returned in

1974 and went straight into schools and an EAL teacher.

VC: Can you describe any problems you have had getting

the class to listen to you and how you attempt to

overcome these problems?

SS: There’s always a problem … in getting the class to

listen to you. I don’t think it’s about getting the class to

listen to you. The wording of the question is distracting

me. The issue is about engaging with them in learning.

The teacher has to find something engaging for them to

work on. I would rather get them to listen to each other.

Most of the pupils I worked with were lively. It’s not a

matter of shutting them up but steering them in the right

direction, creating the right atmosphere for learning.

Does that make sense?

VC: Yes it does. I hear what you are saying and I

understand what you are saying and I agree with it but

just to be devil’s advocate … lively adolescent and pre-

adolescent classes can nevertheless be in a situation

where they come in the room where they are NOT in a

position to engage with you …

SS: yes that’s true thinking about HG where we both

worked

VC: … so while I agree with your overall approach

there could be a moment, even before that, where

the pupils have to be calm…

SS: Yes which is about creating the right atmosphere but

I think working in London that everyone has to work on

that together 

VC: You mean it’s a whole school issue – but

nevertheless, again to be devil’s advocate because this is

quite an important point, there are teachers who are very

easily able to, they are in a complete minority in fact, but

there are teachers who are easily able to quell a

turbulent group of children, possible 5% or 3% who can

click their fingers and the children listen, and there are

the other 97% of teachers who struggle …

SS: It’s to do with personality partly and it’s also to do

with tuning in and beginning to work on … the
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charismatic teacher is not always the most successful

teacher. I can think of teachers who have the children in

their hands but it does not necessarily mean the children

are learning very much. Does that make sense?

VC: Yes it does. I have seen teachers who are very

charismatic but who cannot get the children to write.

SS: When I was working with Susan Hart at a school in

London (TT) we had some very hard times with very

difficult classes and it was a matter of finding different

ways of engaging with them; that’s when we were doing

the work on developing collaborative work in the 70s

and 80s. You had to be tenacious. You have to find a

way to get to know the children, by talking to individuals

VC: So you wouldn’t advocate trying to establish any

routines?

SS: Oh yes, children like routines and they like to feel

secure. Developing routines can be useful. Consistency is

important, for example having a policy on group work so

that everyone is willing to work with everyone else. 

VC: That’s fine - so do you have any problems getting

pupils to work well in groups?

SS: Oh yes. There are different problems with different

groups … partly the school ethos. Lots of things can

conspire against us. In the example of the Y9 class I have

been working with recently, it took a term to settle the

class and then the school re-organised them and half

were taken away. But what was a miracle was that the

half we had been working with trained the others … to

be co-operative and collaborative ... I have just heard that

Jose got a C at GCSE … only a few years in the country.

VC: Are there problems of gender and race in

relation to group work?

SS: Yes, that is why there has to be a school policy

because children will tell you why they do not want to

work with other children. If you have friendship groups,

all the race and gender tensions in the area will pop up

in front of you. Many schools I work with now do not

organise or promote group work so grouping is not

considered. There are many children who spend the

whole day not talking to anybody. The same children all

the time. I often make this an issue in training.

VC: So you are advocating the teacher choosing the

groups?

SS: I am advocating the teacher tricking the children into

always working together, there being a policy that

everyone works with everyone else and then moving

around a lot, moving into different size groups. I think

that is the best way. Not telling them where to go but

creating an atmosphere where any grouping is variable

and changing … like the jigsaw [see panel for

explanation of jigsaw]

VC: Now, just on that point however, I’d like to be

devil’s advocate again … Even with the Jigsaw, once

Information Gap activities

The Jigsaw is one of a number of 'information gap' activities developed by the Collaborative Learning Project. Information gap activities are ones in

which a pupil has some information that other pupils need and in turn requires information that other pupils have got. In one such activity, there are

four different texts with a common question sheet. The principle here is that readers will be unable to complete the questions by simply using the

information in their version, but will have to collaborate with other readers, asking questions and eliciting information, possibly arguing and

negotiating. Some of the questions are factual but others try to be open ended. There is also a good opportunity for reading to draw on their own

previous knowledge. The answer space on the question sheet is deliberately cramped to encourage notes rather than whole sentences. 

We have outlined the following procedure, but you can reorganise things in a variety of ways. You can possibly arrange to pair slower readers with

faster ones etc. You could start with threes rather than pairs etc. It depends on your knowledge of the class. 

The class can work first in pairs or threes or fours. To start the activity only the question sheet is handed out and groups are encouraged to see what

questions they may have some answers to. Each group member then is given a text sheet: within groups they have copies of the same text. The

important thing is that the texts are equally spread across the class, e.g. A quarter of the pupils have Sheet A, another Sheet B etc. Pairs/groups can

read the text silently first, and then to each other, and then work together to answer as many questions as they can. They all have to produce a sheet

with answers. 

You will need to number the individuals in each group or give them an identity e.g. an animal card so that they can move to meet up with other

pupils with different texts to form a group of four; i.e. they jigsaw. Each participant has either Sheet A, Sheet B etc. They need to take their partly filled

question sheets with them. If you print each text on a different colour you will find organising things easier. You can easily see whether they have got

into the correct groups. They can then go on to complete the questions by interrogating each other. 

If you are thinking about producing your own information gaps, and I hope you do, you may find it easier if you try this method. Find a suitable

whole single text containing the information you wish to teach. Formulate a series of questions for the text. Produce three or four texts where the

factual and inferential information is shared between them. Some overlapping of information is fine. You can of course, where appropriate, include

visual material, graphs, maps etc.

See the Collaborative Learning site for a fuller description of the principles behind jigsaw / information gap activities, and further examples of such

activities (e.g.: at http://www.collaborativelearning.org/fourtextsjigsaw.pdf and http://www.collaborativelearning.org/foodandbabies.pdf.
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you use it a lot in the classroom and you get some

bright sparks who realise what you are doing …

SS: … yes and then you have to level with them.

VC: So like if you say ‘all put your hands up’ the pupils

undermine… 

SS: Yes but we used cards, basically you trick them into

the groups.

VC: After a period of time, even if you use cards,

they will begin to realise what is going on and they

might swap their cards round

SS: Yes some children might and you have to level with

them and find out why they are doing it. 

VC: You have to be quite organised about the cards

thing don’t you?

SS: You do because the problem is the size of your

group or you have to say ‘would you mind joining that

group?’ But in general the whole idea is to create a

culture in the school and the class where they enjoy the

learning.

VC: So they go along with the groups because they

enjoy the learning … it’s just …

SS: … you’re not doing group work all the time …

VC: … no, no … but I just think that children also love

to play with the teachers so in the same way that the

repartee between the child and the teacher is often very

lively,  vibrant  and often more interesting than the

lesson, so often subverting what the teacher wants to do

can be more fun than doing it … and that’s part of the

game.

SS: Yes, especially with Y8s and 9s: they like to do that.

VC: What about gender?

SS: The biggest issue in relation to gender is that girls are

so much more mature - for example, in Tower Hamlets,

some of the white working class girls were more mature

than the Bangladeshi boys. They did not like going in

mixed gender groups. There were also size issues. The

girls were about twice as tall. I prefer working in mixed

schools 

VC: But are there any other issues of gender?

SS: About talk. We came across some issues of leadership

of the groups and that some girls dumbed down because

they did not want to appear brighter than the boys.

Other issues. In general I have found that girls prefer

group work because they are given more autonomy.

Boys are sometimes more dependent but you tend to

generalise and then realise you could undermine that

generalisation. Most of my recent work has been

nurturing teachers so I have not been thinking so much

about the gender issue.

VC: Sometimes there’s an issue between boys and girls

about who volunteers to report back and who becomes

the chair, and the scribe … sometimes there are some

very bright girls who will dominate a whole class

discussion but generally it’s the boys who dominate …

SS: I’d say you are probably right in mixed schools, and

in general girls are more tolerant listeners.

VC: OK. Think of a recent lesson where you planned

for the pupils to use group work and describe it.

SS: Oh dear. Well … one I have just done – a Year 7

class studying the Greek Myths. We divided the class into

6 groups of 5 and they each read different bits of Jason

and the Golden Fleece. They then had to read what was

happening and form a ‘conscience alley’ and talk to

Jason as he went down the alley. For example to decide

whether Jason would get through the clashing rocks or

abandon the expedition. They came up with all the

things for and against. They had some props or made

their own and they had to show their drama in order at

the end. They formed two lines and the story unfolded. it

worked quite well.

VC: Can you identify what new learning took place

there?

SS: The pupils were learning that a story has chosen

routes and that there were roads or paths that were not

taken. It enables the pupils to look at a story that was

old and therefore capable of change and adaptation and

addition, and you could look at ways the story could be

altered. And then, looking at new learning, they were

also confirming some old learning about stories …

because the same learning comes up in a variety of

different formats. 

VC: Were they learning anything about learning?

SS: They were also learning that they did not have to

listen to the teacher but to each other and that they were

creating their learning by putting in new bits. It was also

kinaesthetic, so acting it out makes it more ‘real’ learning

and they gain more knowledge of the story.

VC: What would you like to do better in relation to talk?

SS: The issue for me now is that the times are as bad

now as when I returned to England in 1974 and I was

asked to teach children English in a broom cupboard

until they could speak English.

VC: … pupils with EAL …

SS: There is an increasing amount of withdrawal going
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on … Teaching Assistants are being given the EAL

children the class teacher does not want. The EMAG is

diminishing. These children need advocates and there’s a

vital need for networking. There’s a vital need to retain

the principles of working with EAL children.

I aim to improve networking, to provide support for

teachers who feel isolated and beleaguered. Some NQTs

are being employed as part-time teaching assistants

because they cannot get jobs and they are being given

pupils with EAL to teach who no one else wants. So we

are back to the period when these children were being

denied access to the curriculum.

The reason for this is the drive for ‘standards’ and the

outside pressures on the school. EAL pupils are not

welcome even through many of these pupils have high

contextual value added scores … You have got people

who are undermining the professionalism of teachers –

the politicians and the government for example. The

situation is dire and we are almost in a state of siege. We

need the Subject Associations, networks, the internet as a

way of undermining authoritative, ill-informed advice.

Talk is still the poor relation because it is time

consuming, fiddly and difficult to assess. It is still

neglected. Children who particularly need this kind of

teaching are missing out.

VC: Last question then - how might universities and

schools support teachers in using talk and small

group learning more effectively in classrooms?

SS: Talk has to be made more central to learning. There

has to be a change in the measurement of learning.

There is a lot of talk about Assessment for Learning and

Assessing Pupil Progress but there is very little discussion

about it being done other than through writing.

If teachers’ judgements were trusted about children’s

oral skills and other skills there would not be an issue.

Politicians want a written mark based on a solid, tangible

outcome.

VC: And this is particularly the case at KS2 &3?

SS: Paradoxically pupils with EAL can do better at GCSE

than at KS2 & 3 because of cultural capital. The GCSE is

not so concerned with grammatical accuracy. The GCSE

markers are more intelligent and it is better moderated or

has been in the past. Speaking and listening is also

valued in the English exam and oral response is

incorporated into the English Literature exam. I would

like to see Oral response to science. Oral response

should be an option in all subjects.

VC: However the early writers who supported talk for

learning did not want it to become formally assessed …

SS: When I talk about assessment through talking I am

suggesting some kind of talk portfolio, using moderated

teacher judgement to profile pupils’ talk repertoires. Head

teachers could, for example, concentrate on mother

tongue teaching. A head in Camden has appointed staff

to teach science in the first language. I am also in favour

of collaborative teaching to promote collaborative

learning amongst the pupils because it is hard to do it

alone …

Can you contribute?

• Are you a practising teacher who is developing innovative approaches to or ideas
about curriculum or pedagogy?

• Are you a lecturer, adviser or consultant working with teachers, institutions and
professional issues in illuminating ways?

• Are you a researcher or academic seeking a wider audience for your ideas or
hoping to cross the divide between research and practice?

• Do you want to contribute to national debate about the past, present or future of
English, drama and media teaching?

If so, we are interested in hearing from you. We want to feature topical issues and developments, and encourage debate throughout the
profession. We are always looking out for writers for main feature articles, review articles, and columns including ‘Subject Matter’. 

If you would like to contribute, or have any other suggestions, please contact the editor at gary@nate.org.uk. Notes for contributors
may be found on the inside back cover and at www.nate.org.uk.
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A Revival of Talk 
The Challenge for Oracy in Schools Now

Valerie Coultas celebrates recent positive developments in the teaching of speaking and listening, whilst
warning that test and surveillance culture in schools can inhibit vital experimentation with pedagogy.

Valerie Coultas is a
lecturer at the
School of Education
at Kingston
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author of
Constructive Talk in
Challenging
Classrooms. She is
also the secretary  of
the NATE Multi-
cultural Committee.

‘When you write it, you want to keep it short and brief

because you don’t like writing, but people like talking, so

they give you more detail’.  

11 year old (Brindley, 1994)

Children’s and teachers’ voices are certainly alive and

kicking in school classrooms. Instructions, questions and

answers, stories, witty exchanges, sharp insults and

comments abound. These voices have always been there

and will never go away and they are a rich resource for

teachers. But are teachers in schools today being

encouraged to use talk and oracy effectively as a

resource to help children and older students learn and

construct knowledge together?

A new era for talk?

Some would say yes. We are entering a new era for talk,

oracy and speaking and listening. The dark days of the

National Literacy Strategy and the Key Stage Three

Strategies – a school improvement approach where talk

was subordinated to improving ‘literacy’ skills, narrowly

defined as reading and writing – are now over. At a

number of QCA conferences from 2001 onwards,

researchers were permitted to present papers advocating

a myriad of approaches to promoting different kinds of

talk for learning; following that, the government

produced a series of documents that have put speaking

and listening back on the agenda (DFES/QCA 2003; QCA

2003, 2004).

The work of researchers such as Robin Alexander

(2000) and Neil Mercer (2000) is to be commended in

this process. They have continued to develop the case for

oracy, exploratory talk, and learning through classroom

dialogue, and the new Cambridge Primary Review

(Alexander 2009) makes the case for talk once again very

powerfully in arguing for a new approach to the primary

curriculum: 

At the heart of the new curriculum is the revised and much

strengthened domain of language, oracy and literacy, which

also includes ICT and a foreign language. Oracy is

considerably more rigorous that what is currently defined as

‘speaking and listening’ and enhances both literacy and the

curriculum as a whole.

Making the case for talk

These writers and others have been able to revitalise the

discussion on talk through comparative studies and new

debates around the quality of different types of classroom

talk. Alexander, for example, has demonstrated how

French and Russian

classrooms have a

much stronger focus

on oral language in

learning than British

classrooms. This is

because in Britain the

emphasis has been

placed on the

narrower concept of

basic skills in ‘literacy’.

Alexander has also

pointed out that

cultural practices and

values influence

pedagogy and that, in

some non-western

cultures, effort may be

valued above intellect.

Defining dialogic

learning as reasoned

discussion, he

suggests that this can

take place in whole

class forums as well

as small groups. 

Building on the
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work of Douglas

Barnes, who first

developed the idea of

exploratory talk, Neil

Mercer has carried out

research to show that if

children have the

opportunity to consider

the ground rules for

talk in small groups the

quality of their talk will

improve, as they will

become more aware of

how to engage in

reasoned argument and

debate. Douglas Barnes

(2008), too, has

revisited some of his

earlier ideas, suggesting

that teachers should not

‘idealise groups’ but

should ‘understand the

role of the teacher in

establishing the climate

for learning.’ He

concedes that

‘managing the class, as a

group, and setting up the learning, defines the skill of

teaching’, but he continues to argue that small group

exploratory talk needs to be encouraged because such

groups ‘allow for more students to be involved in talk for

thinking … building understanding’ and that ‘children

need time to be tentative before moving to presentational

talk or writing’.

There have also been several regionally based projects

such as ‘Talk for Teaching and Learning’ in the North

Yorkshire Local Authority, and the work of the Barking

and Dagenham Local Authority to support teachers in

developing their practice in teaching through dialogue.

Many other new initiatives – such as storytelling projects,

literature circles, Creative Partnerships, the Social and

Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) materials, and

Philosophy for Kids – have also allowed teachers to

promote drama, links with the creative arts, and speaking

and listening. Openness to creativity, and to discussion

and debate on these issues, is increasing, and this must

be welcome.

The difficulty of speaking and listening

Some, like me, however, might be less confident about

demarcating this a new era for the revival of classroom

talk. Recent OFSTED reports (2005), and other reviews,

indicate that there is a limited range and quality of

speaking and listening in classrooms. A recent report

suggests that there may once again be the need more

specialist advice for teachers in this and other areas of

English teaching.  

Whilst avoiding a deficit view of classroom teachers’

practice, we must look closely and carefully if we want to

try and understand why teachers may, at the moment, be

experiencing some difficulties in the area of speaking and

listening. Promoting pupil-led classroom talk is not an

easy option for teachers: talk to teachers, and you will

find that they describe talk for learning as an ambitious

form of pedagogy. Mexican primary teachers (Peon and

Rojas-Drummond 2004} comment on this point,

suggesting ‘that the idea of scaffolding learning through

talk is easy to understand but hard to apply.’ 

Take group work, for instance. Julia Sutherland (2006)

found that teachers find planning a group task to ensure

that groups work successfully one of the hardest things to

do. I have written (Coultas 2007) about how difficult it is

to do talk well when your class is very lively and

challenging in the first place, even if you induct the

group by discussing ground rules; I have suggested that

the appropriateness of the task is the key, and that a

group task needs to be interrogated to ensure that it is

real group work involving ranking, problem solving -

some kind of decision. I have also suggested that, in

some cases, where pupils are hard to engage in learning,

you need to think about ‘tight group tasks’ rather than

‘loose tasks’ which can backfire. 

Policy and pedagogy

This kind of pedagogy can be very rewarding but it can

be difficult, and therefore it cannot effectively be

imposed from above. Alan Howe (1992), reporting on his

work with the National Oracy Project (a curriculum

development project that was closed down by the

Conservative government at the time), wrote:

All my work over recent years with NOP has convinced me

that teachers don’t need pre-packed ‘off-the-shelf’ ideas

which can be easily administered to children without giving

either teacher or students a stake in the activity… Recent

experience has shown that if we can understand the way

that talk works, the way it can be ‘work’, then we are much

more likely to make talk work for more children.

Teachers need knowledge about how children use

language to learn, belief in the power of all children’s

spoken language skills, and time and space to practice

and work collaboratively with others to plan for effective

talk in the classroom.

Teachers need knowledge about how
children use language to learn, belief in the
power of all children’s spoken language
skills, and time and space to practice and
work collaboratively with others to plan for
effective talk in the classroom.
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Yet, while government reports are quite critical of

teachers in this area, government advice on speaking and

listening has been somewhat incoherent over the last 15

years. Even now, the Rose Review’s advice on speaking

and listening is slightly limited by its focus on a deficit

view of young children’s spoken language; It also

recommends using commercial synthetic phonics

programmes that could reinforce a didactic drill and skills

approach to the teaching of early reading. And, as

Alexander (2008) argues, test culture limits what teachers

can do in the classroom:

In a culture of high stakes testing, which the UK

government insists is here to stay, competition replaces

collaboration, while coaching for recall against the clock

subverts speculation, debate and divergence.

In this climate, with the government reluctant to

move away from pen and paper exams, you have to

rely on the teacher’s judgement to value the spoken

word. 

Surveillance culture and pedagogic
inhibition

Similarly, in the surveillance and performance culture

that dominates in, for example, so many large

secondary schools today, I believe that it is hard for

individual teachers to experiment with classroom talk.

The ‘learning walk’, the ‘no notice inspections’, the

desire to ‘drive up standards’, the constant collection

and labelling of pupils with numerical data, the fear of

not getting ’satisfactory’ or ‘good’ (often in front of

teachers who are not specialists in your subject): these

may paradoxically deter teachers from using a range of

pedagogical styles (Coultas 2009).

I would suggest that good teaching comes not only

from good planning but also from feeling relaxed with

your class, from being able to deviate from the script,

from feeling able to experiment with teaching styles.

Teacher need to plan lessons and prepare materials

carefully for group work but they also need, as they get

to know their classes, to feel able to open up the

classroom and allow for more unguarded questioning and

discussion and to include, for example, presentations,

cross curricular approaches or research topics that make

space for pupils to lead discussions.

Of course, many teachers do encourage pupils to use

talk for learning, and will be looking at each new

initiative to see where they can promote oral language.

But when we try to understand the persistent domination

of the didactic mode in many classrooms, we have to

look not only at individual teachers in classrooms but

also at the school ethos, the culture or context that

teachers are working in. We have to ask if schools

actually support and encourage teachers to develop and

promote a range of talk repertoires with pupils, or if they

discourage it? Do teachers have free speech to discuss

pedagogical styles and issues, or do they ‘have no space

to reflect on their work with anything other than failure

or shame’ (Harris and Rampton, 2008), especially when

working in schools serving disadvantaged communities or

schools now labelled by the government as ‘National

Challenge’ schools?

Meeting the challenge of oracy

School teachers, writers and researchers who recognise

the value of

encouraging children

to use talk to learn

need to continue to

work together to

collate examples of

research, teaching

strategies, and

resources that teachers

can use in the

classroom. This is a

vital part of a strategy

for promoting oracy

and talk for learning.

But it is also necessary

to specify and argue

for the kind of school

school ethos that

would allow talk to

flourish in all subjects

and in all key stages.

It is not possible to

separate culture from

pedagogy. 

We need schools

that celebrate pupils’

spoken language by

In the surveillance and performance culture
that dominates in, for example, so many
large secondary schools today, I believe that
it is hard for individual teachers to
experiment with classroom talk.

For children’s talk to flourish the teacher
must establish the right ethos for talk in the
classroom, but schools must also create the
right climate for teachers’ voices to be
heard.
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means of induction projects in each key stage that

introduce pupils to how and why oracy is important in

the classroom; schools that record and celebrate pupils’

voices in informal settings, classrooms, school councils,

choirs, performances, readings, recitation, dual language

learning, panel debates, literature circles, and book clubs;

schools that support staff by giving them time both to

teach together and to work together to review their

teaching schemes and to discuss how to include oracy

more centrally in their teaching. We also need, as the

Cambridge Review suggests, a radical re-think of the role

that oracy plays across all curriculum subjects and in all

forms of assessment. 

For children’s talk to flourish the teacher must establish

the right ethos for talk in the classroom, but schools must

also create the right climate for teachers’ voices to be

heard. We need schools that allow teachers to reflect

independently, openly and honestly on their successes

and failures with talk for learning, and other pedagogic

styles. As Alexander suggests (2008):

It is hard to see how learning as dialogue can sit other than

uncomfortably with teaching as compliance. You cannot

value children’s voices fully if you do not also listen to the

staff that teach them. In fact for oracy to flourish, we need

to think again about top-down school improvement projects

and start arguing for much more real debate and democracy

in schools. 

March 201018

When we try to understand the persistent
domination of the didactic mode in many
classrooms, we have to look not only at
individual teachers in classrooms but also at
the school ethos, the culture or context that
teachers are working in.

References

Alexander, R. J. (2000). Culture and pedagogy:
international comparisons in primary education, Oxford:

Blackwell.

Alexander R.J. (2008). 'Culture, Dialogue and Learning'

in Mercer, N. and Hodgkinson, S. (Eds) Exploring Talk in
School, London: Sage 

Alexander, R.J. (Ed.) (2009) Children, their World, their
Education: final report and recommendations of the
Cambridge Primary Review, London: Routledge

Barnes, D. (2008) 'Exploratory Talk for Learning'  in

Mercer, N. and Hodgkinson, S. (Eds) Exploring Talk in
School, London: Sage 

Brindley, S. (Ed.) (1994) Teaching English, London,

Routledge/ Open University Press. 

Coultas, V. (2007) Constructive talk in challenging
classrooms : strategies for behaviour management and
talk-based tasks, London, Routledge.

Coultas, V. (2009) 'On English, Oracy and Equal

Opportunities' in M. Cole (Ed.) Equality in the Secondary
School, London: Continuum. 

DFES (1998) The National Literacy Strategy: Framework
for Teaching  

DFES (2000) The Key Stage 3 National Strategy:
Framework for Teaching.
DFES/QCA (2003) Primary National Strategy - Speaking,
Listening,Learning: working with children in key stages
1&2
Harris, R. and Rampton, B. (2009), ‘Change in Urban

Culture and Interaction’ in Littleton, K. and Howe, C. (Eds)

Educational Dialogues: Understanding and Promoting
Interaction London: Routledge

Howe, A. (1992) Making Talk Work, London: Hodder and

Stoughton

Mercer, N. (2000) Words and minds: how we use
language to think together, London: Routledge.

Ofsted (2005) English 2000-05: A Review of the
Inspection Evidence
Peon, M. and Rojas-Drummond, S. (2004) 'Exploratory

Talk, Argumentation and Reasoning in Mexican Primary

Children' in Language and Education 18(6): 539-557.

QCA (2003) New Perspectives on Spoken English in the
Classroom
QCA (2004) Introducing the Grammar of Talk
Sutherland, J. (2006) 'Improving the quality of pupils' talk

and thinking during group work' in Literacy 40(2): 106-

113.

NATE Collections 6 Speaking & Listening KS2 to KS4 53



19

Making the Most of Talk
Dialogue in the Classroom

Neil Mercer and Lyn Dawes explore strategies for achieving effective classroom practice in speaking and
listening, drawing on findings from the influential Thinking Together research project.
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Classrooms are usually organised so that the teacher does

most of the talking. This is essential if teachers are to

organise, explain, question and generally promote

learning. But there are other effective teaching strategies

and ways of interacting with students which can help

motivation and ensure engagement.  For example,

students need opportunities to talk between themselves,

without the teacher’s presence, if they are to develop

their skills in using spoken language as a tool for

thinking. 

However, we know from classroom research that it is

not enough simply to ask students to discuss their ideas

with a group.  Students need guidance to get the most

out of such experiences. If left to their own devices, their

talk in groups is likely to be unproductive, with some

group members excluded from discussions, others

dominating proceedings, and little genuinely collaborative

thinking going on.  

So what can be done to make the most of talk in the

classroom? We offer some ideas here, drawing on our

own work with primary and secondary teachers who

have reported improved levels of participation and

achievement raised achievement when applying them.

Talk between teachers and
students

Unspoken rules

The common pattern of interaction between teachers and

students reflects the widespread existence of an implicit

set of rules for how to talk in class. These implicit

‘ground rules’ include; ‘only a teacher can nominate who

should speak’; ‘only a teacher may ask a question

without seeking permission’; ‘only a teacher can evaluate

a comment made by a participant’; ‘pupils should try to

provide answers which are as relevant and brief as

possible’; and ‘pupils should not speak freely when a

teacher asks a question, but raise their hands and wait to

be nominated’. Pupils who call out an answer without

being asked, or who ask a question of their own, are

breaking one of the unspoken ‘rules’, and their

contribution may be thus treated as ‘invisible’ until they

have been formally asked to speak. It may be that the

implicit rules for talk in your classroom are not like this.

If so, and if you are sure that they are not, you have an

unusual teaching style. 

Classrooms are not peculiar places for having such

ground rules; chat shows, job interviews, church services,

committee meetings, sales encounters and so on all have

their own particular talk ‘rules’ which participants usually

have to ‘pick up’ as they are rarely spelled out. Indeed,

an interesting English project can be built round asking

students to work out and write down the ground rules

for different kinds of situations.  They will probably

notice that these ground rules, which operate in different

types of event, reflect the distribution of power amongst

the participants, as well as what they are trying to ‘get

done’. Most people take all of this for granted:  this is

how social life happens, and will always happen. 

But the ground rules which are used may not

necessarily be the best if participants are to succeed at

the activity; and it may help to make them explicit and

consider if they need to be revised. A new basis for

interaction can then be established. For example in the

UK, we have probably all noticed that in recent years a

change has happened in the ground rules of doctor-

patient consultations. Previously, patients simply sat and

listened and were asked a few questions; doctors

released as little information as possible and used as

technical a language as possible. Nowadays, the talk is

usually much more symmetrical and more genuinely

communicative. This has not happened naturally, but has

resulted from a new focus on communication skills in

doctors’ initial training and professional development, and

from patients’ better access to information through the

internet. 

The art of questioning

Of course, teacher-student talk (in the UK, at least) has

not stayed just the same, over the years: it is commonly

more informal than was the case a couple of decades

Lyn Dawes is Senior
Lecturer at the
School of Education,
University of
Northampton. Both
are members of the
Thinking Together
research project. 
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ago, and generally

speaking the ground

rules do now allow

pupils more

opportunities to ask

questions. But, perhaps

surprisingly, the most

common type of

encounter is still that in

which a nominated

student provides a brief

answer to a question

asked by a teacher who

already knows the

answer. 

Does this mean that

teachers ask too many

questions? No: nor does

it mean they should

entirely avoid them.

Questions can serve

some varied, useful and

interesting purposes.

Our own research has

found that some

teachers who use a lot

of questions achieve

very good levels of pupil involvement motivation and

achievement. But they do not only use closed questions –

which limit students’ involvement with the powerful tool

of talk – and they allow students to make extended

contributions in which they can express their developing

ideas.

To explore these issues, we now present and compare

two rather different examples of talk between a teacher

and students, both happening in whole-class discussion. 

Episode 1

In Episode 1, a teacher is considering a non-fiction text

with a Year 6 class. 

Teacher: Explode. EX- is the prefix. Hmm what 

does explode mean? Hands up. Rory?

Rory: It means it explodes (students laugh)

Teacher: Yes, but what does explode mean?

Rory: It means, it explodes! (students laugh 

again)

Teacher: But what does explode mean?

Rory: Say if this pencil exploded, it would go 

into lots of tiny pieces

Teacher: Right. It explodes

These children probably all know what ‘explode’

means. Rory’s response to the teacher’s question

highlights how ridiculous the question is, and the

members of the class are amused because they know he

has broken a ground rule. In effect, he says to the

teacher: you know what explode means, and we know

you know, so I don’t need to explain! The teacher

persists; she wants to know that they do understand the

word before they write it down. She may believe that it is

of benefit for Rory to articulate a definition of explode;

perhaps she wants to be sure that everyone knows what

the word means. Eventually Rory comes up with an

example, which is accepted. But did any useful learning

go on here? It seems unlikely. Dialogue like this can seem

unnecessarily long-winded: why didn’t the teacher just

say, ‘explode, meaning to blow up’ – and save some time?

But teachers worry about telling children things they

already know – and they worry about what the children

don’t know. This is one reason why sequences like this

are so common. 

Episode 2

In the next example, as part of their English studies, the

members of a Year 9 class were engaged in an extended

computer-based communication with children in a nearby

primary school. In groups of three, using a 'fantasy

adventure' setting, the secondary students imagined they

were characters stranded in time and space. Explanations

of their predicaments and requests for solutions were e-

mailed to the primary children, whose responses were

considered and developed by each group of Year 9

students. Episode 2 is one small part of a discussion in

which the English teacher was questioning various groups

of students about their most recent message to the

primary children and their future plans.

Teacher: What about the word 'dimension', 

because you were going to include that in

your message, weren't you?

Anne: Yeah. And there's going to be - if they go

in the right room, then they'll find a letter

in the floor and that'll spell 'dimension'.

Teacher: What happens if they do go in the wrong 

room?

Emma: Well, there's no letter in the bottom, in 

the floor.

Perhaps surprisingly, the most common type
of encounter is still that in which a
nominated student provides a brief answer
to a question asked by a teacher who
already knows the answer.
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Teacher: Oh God! So they've got to get it right, or

that's it! (everyone laughs) for ever. And 

Cath can't get back to her own time.

What do you mean the letters are in the

room, I don't quite follow that?

Emma: On the floor, like a tile or something.

Teacher: Oh I see.  Why did you choose the word 

'dimension'?

Anne: Don't know (the three pupils speak 

together, looking to each other, seeming 

uncertain)

Emma: It just came up… - just said, you know,

'dimension' and everyone agreed.

Sharon: Don't know. 

Teacher: Right, because it seemed to fit in with,

what, the fantasy flow, flavour?

Sharon: Yes.

Teacher: OK. Why do they go through the maze 

rather than go back? I mean what 

motivation do they have for going 

through it in the first place?

Emma: Um, I think that it was the king told 

them that Joe would be in the maze or 

at the end of the maze, and they didn't 

go back because of Joe, think it was. I'm 

not sure about that.

Teacher: You've really got to sort that out. It's got 

to be very, very clear.

Anne: Yes.

Emma: Joe went through this secret passage,

you see, round the edge. And we couldn't go

through there it was like a different door.

Teacher: OK.

Emma: Yes and that was like the only way we 

could meet Joe. 

Teacher: OK. Do remember that anything that you

don't explain adequately, the primary 

school children are going to pick up on, 

and so it's got to make sense. Particularly

at this end of the project, because 

they're not going to have much time to 

reply to your messages.

In this sequence the teacher uses questions to draw

out from the students the content of their recent e-mail

message, and also some justifications for what they

included in it. At one level, she is simply monitoring their

activity and assessing their attempt to communicate with

the younger children. But her questions are not just being

used to assess what they know; they are ‘open’

questions, to which she does not know the answer. What

is more, they are part of her teaching strategy. She is

using questions not only to monitor the students’ activity,

but also to guide it and to stimulate their thinking and

reasoning.  Through questions like 'Why did you choose

the word "dimension"?' and 'Why do they go through the

maze rather than go back?' she directs their attention to

matters requiring more thought and clarification. In much

of her talk, and particularly her imperative conclusions

(‘You've really got to sort that out.' and ‘Do remember...')

we can see her highlighting important aspects of their

activity and creating continuities between past, present

and future events in the classroom experience of her

students.

Dimensions of teacher-student interaction

Science educator Phil Scott has provided a scheme for

distinguishing ways that teachers can interact with pupils,

in which classroom talk episodes can be identified as

having four different dimensions. That is, an interaction

between teacher and pupils can be interactive or non-

interactive; and also it can be dialogic or authoritative.

So, for example, a lecture would be ‘authoritative/non-

interactive’, while Episode 2 above would be

‘dialogic/interactive’ (though becoming more

‘authoritative/interactive’ at the end as the teachers tells

the students what they need to do). 

Episode 3

Episode 3 is an example of a sequence which is also, in

Scott’s terms, dialogic/interactive. A Year 6 class, studying

electricity, were about to wrap iron nails with wire and

attach a battery to see if they could make an

electromagnet. The teacher has shown the class two

types of nails, large and small.

Teacher: There’s two different nails here; what do 

you reckon, do you think the big ones 

will work better or the little ones?

Class: Big ones.

Teacher: Now is that a guess or have you got a 

good reason for saying that? Floella?

Floella: A guess.

Teacher: A guess.

William:  I’ve got a reason

Teacher: You’ve got a reason?

William: Well I think that the big one will become 

a magnet, because it's bigger - and 

actually no, I've changed my mind, it's 

the little one because the little one is 

Classroom talk episodes can be identified as
having four different dimensions.  That is,
an interaction between teacher and pupils
can be interactive or non-interactive; and
also it can be dialogic or authoritative.
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smaller and the more, more um 

electricity can go around it, because if 

it's the big one it will only pick up a little 

bit.

Teacher: So we, there's two reasons there, and 

arguing both cases isn't there?  Yes 

Sam?

Sam: Um I think the little one will work better 

because it'll be less, the energy running 

through it to make it a magnet will be 

less dispersed than in the big one, 

because there's more things to make a 

magnet

Teacher: More things to make a magnet?  More, 

current, per - ?

Sam: More iron to make into a magnet

Teacher: More current per amount of iron?

Sam: Yeah so you'd need a bigger current

Teacher: Right well let’s give it a go shall we? 

The teacher has no

idea which nail will be

a stronger magnet, and

asks a genuine

question. The students

offer a guess, and then

some more reasoned

answers. We can see

that there is some

creative thinking going

on. The ideas are

tentative; pupils are

airing their thoughts in

an open, hypothetical

way to collaborate in

solving the problem.

They are in effect risk-

taking. Sam’s idea – that

the energy running

through the smaller nail

will be ‘less dispersed’

and that the bigger nail

has more things in it

that would need to be

magnetised – is quite

sophisticated. This

understanding – which is testable therefore a good

scientific hypothesis - is brought out for the class’s

benefit by this dialogue.

Dialogic teaching

Extended dialogues in whole-class sessions typify what

educational researcher Robin Alexander calls ‘dialogic

teaching’. Dialogic teaching depends on teacher and

students employing a different set of ground rules which

encourage students to participate in the talk in more

creative ways.  The question ‘Why do you think that?’

asked by the teacher in Episode 3 may generate quite

different types of responses from the class, than in a

classroom where the traditional, teacher-led talk rules

always operate. This is because one teacher has

established a classroom climate in which pupils know

that the ground rules allow and encourage extended

responses and tentative, exploratory contributions; while

the other teacher has not. Attempts to set up whole-class

dialogues are only likely to be effective when a suitable

basis of shared understanding about ‘how we talk in

class’ has been established between teacher and students. 

To develop an environment in which dialogic talk

flourishes, the following strategies have been found

useful: 

(a) precede whole-class discussion with a brief group-based

session, in which pupils can prepare joint responses for

sharing with the class. It may help to offer pupils a set of

alternative explanations, contentious statements or ideas on

a topic, and ask them to decide which are true/false, and

why;

(b) make it clear that some parts of lessons are expressly

intended to be discussion sessions, in which the expectation

is that questions and diverse views on a topic will be 

expressed, that individuals will build on what has been said

and elaborate on ideas, and in which active listening is

essential; 

(c) during whole-class discussion, encourage a range of

responses to be made without making any immediate

evaluations;

(d) if different views are expressed, ask pupils for reasons

and justifications for their opinions and ideas before

proceeding;

(e) ask pupils to nominate other pupils in whole-class

discussions, so that students choose who should contribute

next;

(f) before providing a definitive account or explanation, elicit

several children’s current ideas on the topic. Link your

explanation to these ideas; 

Attempts to set up whole-class dialogues
are only likely to be effective when a
suitable basis of shared understanding
about ‘how we talk in class’ has been
established between teacher and students. 
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(g) ask groups to reflect on and evaluate the quality of their

discussion. Are the class’s ground rules for group talk

working? Do the rules need to be revised? Have discussions

have been constructive? If not, why not? And what could be

done about it?

Talk amongst students

Doing what comes naturally?

Amongst students working together, different ground

rules operate than in teacher-student talk. For example, it

is usually more acceptable for students to ask a question,

to interrupt and to disagree. Members of a group don’t

have to wait to be nominated to speak, and they may

take longer turns. Digressions into topics other than the

educational task in hand are also usually considered

more acceptable than in teacher-student talk. Research

shows that, at its best, group work is absolutely

marvellous – it really helps students learn about topics,

comprehend texts and develop their confidence as

speakers. But is useful, productive talk usually generated

when students are left alone to work together? The

answer, unfortunately, is ‘no’. In our own research, we

found very little happened naturally. Why not? We

concluded that students don’t value talk as a tool for

thinking and learning, and may not realise how to work

well together. We cannot assume that students know how

to make productive discussion happen. 

Exploratory talk

The kind of talk that helps groups think and work

effectively is called ‘exploratory talk’, and it depends on

everyone using these ground rules:

• everyone participates and engages with the topic through

talk

• tentative ideas are treated with respect

• the ideas offered for joint consideration can and should

be challenged

• ideas and challenges have to be justified  with reasons

• alternative ideas or understandings are offered

• everyone’s ideas are asked for and considered 

• the group tries to negotiate a shared agreement.

Characteristics of exploratory talk are that the group

shares understanding and knowledge, and reasoning can

be heard to happen as the group thinks aloud together.

For exploratory talk to happen, teachers need to spend

time with students examining the ground rules for

classroom talk which they currently use, and if necessary

revising them. In our Thinking Together research, we

have found that raising students’ awareness of the

importance of talk for learning, reviewing ground rules

and encouraging students to agree on rules created by

the class significantly increases the incidence of

exploratory talk and helps everyone to benefit from

group activities. 

Episode 4

Two examples can show the difference raising awareness

of exploratory talk, and establishing appropriate ground

rules in a classroom, can have. Episode 4 involves a Year

8 class in which the students were carrying out an

English assessment task. They were given two newspaper

articles about driving safely and were asked to decide

together which one was the most persuasive, and so

would be best to achieve the outcome of encouraging

drivers to slow down in urban areas.

Joseph: I think this one’s - (inaudible) 

Sofia: Yes - it says like to protect the children 

and this one doesn’t say anything like 

that.

Joseph: Mmm.

Julian: Um, well this one is an argument about, 

it could be a huge accident with cars but

this one’s, protect the children and 

houses (inaudible) so I reckon this one 

(all laugh)

Sofia: Yes.

Joseph: I think this one.

Sofia: Yes.

The discussion takes less than 10 seconds. The

students immediately agree with one another, copying

each other’s ideas; there is no real consideration of

alternative views. There is no evidence that group

members use this opportunity to reason collectively.

Their talk is not ‘exploratory’. 

Episode 5

The class teacher then helped the class to establish a set

of ground rules detailing how they would talk when in

groups, similar to those we set out earlier for Exploratory

Talk. The class rules were:

Ground Rules for Talk  (Year 8)

• Listen to other people because it helps you understand

the way they think.

• Take part!  Your ideas are as valuable as everyone else’s. It

is not OK to not take part. Share!

• Treat people fairly – don’t interrupt them, don’t put them

down.

• Criticise the idea, not the person.

• It is all right to change your mind.

• Work together to reach a solution.
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Episode 5 is the same group several weeks later, after

they had become used to using their new ground rules.

Again they are discussing two safety advertisements. 

Joseph: I think the voice of the Daily News article 

is more persuasive because it talks about 

um (pause).

Sofia: Children.

Joseph: Yes, children getting run over, not people

in general

Julian: Yes  people are more receptive to like 

things like that I think

Sofia: Yes – ‘cos, they’ve got more chance of 

getting hit 'cos they’re not as aware as 

adults 

(….and a little later..).

Joseph: - not if they’re accelerating, at 30 miles 

per hour then, if they’re near a school, if 

like it’s home time and they walk

through the gate then phutt!  They’re 

dead.

Julian: Yes but like if, if there was a crash like 

on the road here (illustrates with hand on

table) then all these cars would have to 

stop and if someone was, like, talking on

their mobile or something they wouldn’t 

have time and they’d crash and then 

someone, the person…

Sofia: Yes 

Julian: …behind and there’d be a chain 

reaction.

Joseph: Yes but it would be more spaced out on 

the motorway

Julian: Not necessarily

Sofia:  No, not with all the traffic jams

Joseph: They’ve got way more lanes

Julian: Yes, but, not in rush hour, it’s still full up

Joseph: Yes but they 

Sofia: Like in the morning when everyone’s 

going to work, and when they come 

back…

Joseph: Yes. True. (long pause) I do think this 

one’s (indicates advert) good though 

because it actually has quotes from 

people like this Inspector Jones

Julian: Yes (indicates other advert) rather than 

this one’s kind of question and answer. 

It’s just like, it’s like, well, not really… 

(pause).

Joseph: It’s like telling you what to do. This one’s 

more persuasive and this one’s telling 

you: but I still think this one’s more… 

(points to paper).

Julian: But erm, down by my old school there 

was about, like, five bumps coming up to

the school, if they did that on all the 

schools, things could be a lot more safer

Joseph: True… (long pause). So, I think in 

general, this is more persuasive.

Julian: Yeah, the idea of the kids, of vulnerable 

kids, walking home from school, is much 

more persuasive.

Sofia: Mm (agreeing).

Joseph: Yes.

Julian: We’re all agreed then.

There is a striking contrast between the two sequences.

In comparison, during the second sequence the students

engage in a deeper discussion of the newspaper texts.

You can sense their thinking throughout the extended

pauses. Their discussion has many characteristics of

exploratory talk. The students think together about the

task, giving reasons for their opinions, evaluating

alternatives, and ultimately reaching agreement. They are

not afraid to disagree, but in doing so, justify their

challenges. They listen to each other’s arguments, as you

can see from their responses. It is the kind of talk we

would all probably like to find happening in classrooms.

Creating dialogic classrooms

Striking the balance

In a dialogic classroom, teacher-student talk, and talk

amongst students in groups, are complementary. There is

a balance between teacher-led discussion and talk in

which students have more control, with the overall

classroom dialogue linked through activities which

demand discussion, such as enquiry and problem-solving.

Teachers can use direct teaching of talk strategies to help

their students to develop an awareness of how and why

to take part in reasoned discussion.  There is a balance to

strike: students need a careful combination of whole

class, teacher-led activities and group work in which they

can try out ways of using language to solve problems

together. 

For some students, school may provide the only real

opportunities for learning how to engage in focused,

reasoned discussion and so develop important language

and thinking skills. Teachers can provide such

opportunities by doing the following:

1.Teachers take an active, expert role, guiding their students’

use of language and modelling ways it can be used for

thinking collectively. They can provide students with a clear

model of the sort of talk that they should be using, by 

making sure that whole class dialogue takes place as often

as question-and-answer routines. That is, if in group

discussions students are expected to treat tentative ideas

with respect, to ensure that different points of view are

heard and to elaborate ideas so that everyone understands

them, teachers can model these things when talking with

the whole class. 
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Thinking Together

Thinking Together is a major project which promotes a dialogue-based approach to the development of children’s
thinking and learning, based on a decade of classroom research. The project’s website,
www.thinkingtogether.educ.cam.ac.uk, describes the project in full, gives a comprehensive reading list, and
provides some downloadable teaching materials.

2. Whole class closing plenaries can be used to help 

students to reflect not just on topic-based activities, but on

talk and collaborative work. We can ask: what did you hear?

Was your group effective? Who helped you to learn, asked a

thoughtful question, or listened and commented on ideas?

3. Teachers can enable students to create an appropriate set

of ‘ground rules for talk’ in class, developing and building on

awareness of effective uses of spoken language for thinking

together. These rules are then part of the common

knowledge of what has  become a dialogic classroom. 
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The place of oracy in the British curriculum has never

been secure but the present ought to be a time for great

optimism. Two recent major curriculum reviews (DCSF,

2009; Alexander, 2009) have highlighted the need for a

greater emphasis on oracy in the classroom, the move

toward ‘dialogic teaching’ and a range of related

approaches is gathering momentum and these

developments are adding to much excellent classroom

work which has been taking place in some classrooms

for many decades. Yet doubts remain about the success

of this latest movement in shifting the balance between

oracy and literacy in the classroom. In this article I shall

examine the case for a significantly greater emphasis on

oracy in both curriculum and pedagogy.  

Which term should we use?

We should start by clarifying some terminological issues.

A variety of words and phrases have been used over time

to refer to spoken communication in the classroom. The

most straightforward term is ‘speaking and listening’ and

this term has been favoured in the various versions of the

National Curriculum up to the present (DfEE, 1999a). It

has the undoubted advantage that it is easily understood

by teachers, children and parents alike but its status as

the poor relation of literacy has been sadly evident since

the introduction of the National Curriculum and

particularly since the introduction of the National Literacy

Strategy (DfEE, 1998) and the Literacy Frameworks which

succeeded it.   

An alternative term, ‘oracy’, has been popular with

many teachers and educationalists since it was coined

several decades ago by Andrew Wilkinson (Wilkinson,

1965).  As the term is cognate with literacy and

numeracy, those who favour it tend to see it as having a

more equal relationship with its linguistic cousins.  

Another important term to have arrived in the

classroom recently is ‘dialogic teaching’, a model which

has emerged from the writing of Professor Robin

Alexander in particular. Alexander and others also use the

term ‘talk’ to capture the dynamics of teacher-pupil and

pupil-pupil interactions (Alexander, 2008). Still more

terms will be mentioned below but in this article I will

generally use the term oracy, the advantages of which are

nicely summed up in the final report of the recent

primary review led by Sir Jim Rose (described for

simplicity as the Rose Review from hereon):

Some respondents preferred the term ‘oracy’ to ‘speaking

and listening skills’ in the belief that this better defines the

engagement in dialogue intended to advance children’s

thinking across the curriculum. 

(DCFS 2009, p 56)

Before exploring current issues further, it is important

to gain a sense of the historical development which has

led to this point, bearing in mind that this brief survey

will necessarily be somewhat subjective and selective.

Different needs, different opportunities 

Two of the many influential British educators

investigating classroom speech and the ways it could be

improved in the 1960s and 1970s were Douglas Barnes

and Basil Bernstein and aspects of the work of each man

remain relevant today. Barnes analysed the kinds of

verbal interactions which take place in classrooms

(Barnes, 1976) and advocated a form of communication

which he labelled exploratory talk to describe interactions

in which children could freely express and explore their

thoughts, and this term has retained its popularity up to

the present day (Mercer and Hodgkinson, 2008). Like

most researchers into classroom talk, Barnes found that

opportunities for children and teachers to use such talk

were often severely restricted.  

In his early work during the same era, the British

sociologist Basil Bernstein focused his attention on the

linguistic mechanisms which he believed underlay the

educational experiences of children from different social

classes (Bernstein, 1973). Bernstein’s theory and the ways

in which they were developed by others were severely
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criticised by the American sociolinguist William Labov

(Labov, 1969) who argued that these theories amounted

to a denigration of the language of children from poorer

backgrounds (in socio-economic terms), judged from a

middle-class standpoint.  

There was undoubtedly substance in Labov’s criticisms

and his powerful caution against ‘linguistic deficit’

theories is still valid: it is too easy for different language

styles to be seen as deficient. One unfortunate side-effect

of this conflict however, was that the exploration of links

between children’s social class and their classroom

speech became a more politically problematic area in the

eyes of many commentators. However, the issue of this

relationship has continued to resurface. Bernstein himself

developed and refined his theories throughout the rest of

his life and, even if the linguistic structures he proposed

were open to criticism, the idea that children’s language

abilities could help or hinder them in school, and that

this variation correlated to some extent with their social

background, has been returned to many times

subsequently.  

One notable educator who contributed a great deal to

our understanding of these issues was Joan Tough who,

in her work for the Schools Council in the 1970s (eg

Tough, 1977), began with the idea that children enter

school with very different language skills, rendering them

more or less likely to succeed there.  Tough and her

collaborators developed a great deal of classroom

practice aimed at helping teachers model and foster

language which was linguistically richer and more suited

to the demands of the school and many teachers have

continued to work towards these ends. This association

between language difficulties and social class has been

reasserted more recently in the Bercow Report (DCFS,

2008) and in the final report of the Rose Review (DCFS,

2009).  

In the last few decades of the twentieth century, there

were a number of attempts to steer classroom teachers

towards more productive forms of talk. One significant

development was the publication of the Bullock Report

(DES, 1975).  This report urged teachers to look for ways

of developing children’s language, including spoken

language, across the whole curriculum, not simply in

lessons devoted to English. It presented teachers with a

model of language development in which children would

The introduction of the National Literacy
Strategy (DfEE, 1998) and the National
Numeracy Strategy (DfEE, 1999b), while
producing significant benefits, appear to
have led to some outcomes that were
neither intended nor anticipated.  
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only improve their literacy skills if their spoken ability in

English was developed simultaneously. Another important

Schools Council project in the 1970s argued in a similar

way for classroom approaches which developed literacy

skills through talk, approaches which were usefully

described as ‘directed reading-thinking activities’ (Stauffer,

cited in Lunzer and Gardner, 1979). Between 1987 and

1993 the ‘National Oracy Project’ prompted more

important classroom developments in this area.

There has been much commendable work in the

decades that followed these initiatives, such as the

excellent oracy-based approach of the ‘Collaborative

Learning Project’, work which is developing beneath the

label of ‘dialogic teaching’ (which we will consider

below) and a range of associated developments such as

the widespread use of ‘talk partners’ in primary

classrooms. There are also many classrooms in which

practitioners have maintained their own commitment to

oracy-based approaches, often over many years, based

upon their own particular blend of influences and

inspirations. Somehow though, for all of these inspiring

initiatives, this movement has still not led to a full

recognition of the central place that oracy deserves in the

curriculum or to a consistent commitment to such

practice across all schools. We will consider some of the

factors mitigating against the development of oracy in the

next section.

Why has progress been so patchy?

Classroom researchers have consistently concluded that

classroom talk is characterised by teacher direction with

little opportunity for pupil contributions. This

‘asymmetrical’ communication, as it has sometimes been

described, has been noted in many studies and such

research has demonstrated that exchanges between

teachers and pupils frequently fall into a pattern

With class sizes frequently in excess of 30 or
even 35, it is easy to sympathise with the
teacher who feels unable to manage the
challenge of activities based on talk rather
than writing. She (or he) may also be
concerned that an approach which may
produce less tangible evidence of progress
than more literacy-based work will be
judged less favourably, even though the
written work which is eventually produced
may be far richer at the end of this process.    
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described as ‘Initiation-Response-Feedback’ or ‘IRF’

(Coulthard, 1992). While such exchanges are perfectly

acceptable if they are part of a more varied range of

interactions, when they are the dominant mode they

allow very few opportunities for pupils to give extended

responses – and still less initiations – or to demonstrate

higher-order thinking.  

The introduction of the National Literacy Strategy

(DfEE, 1998) and the National Numeracy Strategy (DfEE,

1999b), while producing significant benefits, appear to

have led to some outcomes that were neither intended

nor anticipated. Although both encouraged an approach

known as ‘whole class interactive teaching’, evidence

suggests that they have not led to any significant change

in the nature of classroom exchanges which appear, in

general, to have remained at a disappointingly low level

(Hardman et al., 2003). Another difficulty which seems

connected to the introduction of the National Literacy

Strategy in particular is that its focus on literacy (and the

apparatus of testing and targets associated with it) may

have been a further disincentive to teachers and schools

wishing to develop oracy, even though the relationships

between the two have been so well established. The

introduction of Literacy Frameworks do not appear to

have led to significant change in this relationship but a

fuller, research-based picture about this is yet to emerge.

On the other hand, there seems to be a recognition

among both teachers and trainee teachers that oracy is an

essential element of classroom practice. I asked a number

of teachers and trainee teachers (a mixture of PGCE and

final year undergraduates) to indicate on a ‘preference

line’ the balance they would like to see in their classroom

between children speaking and children writing. I then

coded their responses 1 – 5 from ‘Entirely Speaking’ (1)

to ‘Entirely writing’ (5) with 3 being the mid-point which

represented an exact balance between speaking and

listening. The mean average trainee response (90 in total)

was approximately 2.43. The mean average teacher

response (18 in total) was approximately 2.94. Both

groups therefore indicated that they favoured a greater

weighting to be placed on oracy than literacy, the

trainees even more strongly than the teachers. Few

classrooms though seem to reflect these priorities.   

One possible reason for such aspirations failing, in

many cases, to create a more oracy-based curriculum is

that, as well as this commitment, teachers need a robust

pedagogy and a school culture which will enable them to

move in this direction. With class sizes frequently in

excess of 30 or even 35, it is easy to sympathise with the

teacher who feels unable to manage the challenge of

activities based on talk rather than writing.  She (or he)

may also be concerned, without convincing reassurance

to the contrary, that an approach which may produce less

tangible evidence of progress than more literacy-based

work will be judged less favourably, even though the

written work which is eventually produced may be far

richer at the end of this process. There are good reasons

for such concerns: testing and inspection arrangements in

schools have measured success far more on the basis of

literacy than oracy up to this point in time. One current

movement which holds out a promise to bring significant

changes of this kind is the movement to develop ‘dialogic

teaching’ which we will consider in the following section.

Moving away from the monologic lesson

The name ‘dialogic teaching’ has emerged from a range

of theoretical and practical development championed by

Professor Robin Alexander in a short book (Alexander,

2008) of that name. The subtitle of the book –

‘Rethinking classroom talk’ – gives a clear indication of

the central purpose of this project. The book presents a

critique of much past and current practice, which is

characterised as being typically ‘monologic’, and offers a

justification for a fresh approach. This approach is argued

for on the grounds of based upon international classroom

research, evidence from psychology and neuroscience

and on broader ethical grounds. The approach is strongly

based upon the ideas of Vygotsky, which stress the

importance of communication and social context in the

learning process (Vygotsky, 1962). Alexander draws

upon, and draws together, a range of related projects and

research in his search for more productive forms of

classroom talk. One important contributor to this

movement is Neil Mercer. Mercer’s work, along with

various collaborators, links together research and

curriculum development and is also strongly influenced

by Vygotsky (Mercer, 2000).

So what does ‘dialogic teaching’ propose as an

alternative to the ‘monologic’ pedagogies of the past? A

useful phrase to capture its essence is ‘talking to learn’ as

opposed to ‘learning to talk’. Alexander suggests that

teaching of this kind has five defining characteristics: it is

collective, reciprocal, supportive, cumulative and

purposeful (Alexander, 2008) and he argues for the

crucial role of talk in the classroom.  

Talk has always been one of the essential tools of

teaching, and the best teachers use it with precision and

flair. But talk is much more than an aid to effective

teaching. Children, we now know, need to talk, and to

experience a rich diet of spoken language, in order to

So what does ‘dialogic teaching’ propose as
an alternative to the ‘monologic’
pedagogies of the past?  A useful phrase to
capture its essence is ‘talking to learn’ as
opposed to ‘learning to talk’.  

The reason for my apprehension is that I am
not yet convinced that those advising and
directing the profession at the highest level
are fully reconciled to the changes that
establishing and maintaining a more oracy-
based approach would require.   
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think and to learn. Reading, writing and number may be

the acknowledged curriculum ‘basics’, but talk is arguably

the true foundation of learning. (Alexander, 2008, p 9)

There is a range of projects based upon or coinciding

with, the ideas of dialogic teaching, including the

extensive ‘Talk for Learning’ project in North Yorkshire

with which Alexander himself has been closely involved.

Many teachers and schools are adopting similar

approaches, using a variety of stimuli and a particularly

powerful approach which allows children to develop

their thinking through dialogue is ‘Philosophy for

Children’.  

Philosophy for Children (often referred to as P4C) was

developed by the American academic philosopher

Matthew Lipman in the 1960s and 1970s and is now a

worldwide pedagogy (Lipman, 2003). Since the early

1990s it has been practised in this country, promoted by

the national organisation SAPERE. The approach is based

upon the practice of the ‘community of enquiry’

(sometimes spelt ‘inquiry’) in which children are

presented with a stimulus by the facilitator (who may be

the class teacher) and they then generate their own

questions for discussion, typically while sitting in a circle

with the facilitator. The facilitator has a vital but subtle

role in which she (or he) tries to allow as much

autonomy to the children as possible, while retaining the

option to intervene where appropriate. This approach has

great potential for enabling high quality exchanges

between adults and children and between children

themselves.  

The similarity of purpose between dialogic teaching

and Philosophy for Children can be seen if we compare

some of the descriptive language used by their principle

proponents, Alexander and Lipman. According to

Alexander, dialogic teaching is, as we saw above,

‘collective, reciprocal, supportive, cumulative and

purposeful’ (Alexander, 2008, p28). In a community of

inquiry (Lipman’s preferred spelling) as practised in

Philosophy for Children, the following features may be

found:  ‘inclusiveness’, ‘shared cognition’, ‘feelings of

social solidarity’, ‘deliberation’, ‘the quest for meaning’

(Lipman, 2003, pp 95-96).   

A number of pedagogical approaches seem then to

embody principles and practice which could lead to a

more oracy-based classroom culture. It is important to

note too that there are many children in school whose

literacy skills are extremely weak. The natural response

to this is to give these children more literacy teaching

from an ever younger age but growing doubts are

growing about the wisdom of this approach. Many

counter-arguments can be made to this response, one of

the most powerful being to cite the experience of

countries in which children begin their formal study of

literacy later than children in the UK, yet overtake their

UK counterparts during the primary years.  

Concluding thoughts

I hope then to have that I have made a case for a much

greater emphasis on oracy in classrooms and for a

curriculum which is far more oracy-based than at present.

I should make three things clear as I draw this article to a

conclusion. The first is to acknowledge once more the

excellent oracy-based work that has gone on in many

classrooms throughout the period considered here,

whatever the prevailing initiatives and educational

climate. The second is to deny any suggestion that I am

arguing against the development of literacy which

remains a crucial part of children’s education. The third is

to acknowledge just how difficult running oracy-based

activities can be. Valerie Coultas and colleagues have led

developmental work in challenging settings and her book

(Coultas, 2007) gives an excellent guide to practitioners in

these kinds of situations.  

My opening remarks will have conveyed the sense that

I am rather apprehensive about the future.  The reason

for my apprehension is that I am not yet convinced that

those advising and directing the profession at the highest

level are fully reconciled to the changes that establishing

and maintaining a more oracy-based approach would

require. The Rose Review makes many encouraging

observations and some of its recommendations point in

this direction. Although oracy is acknowledged in the

text, however, the curriculum guidance within the review

subsumes it within ‘Literacy’ as one of the ‘Essentials for

Learning and Life’ and within the ‘Speaking and Listening’

element of ‘English, Communication and Languages’ (one

of the six Areas of Learning proposed in the report).  The

more wide-ranging Cambridge Primary Review which has

run in parallel with the Rose Review (Alexander, 2009)

has commended dialogic teaching and Philosophy for

Children as valuable pedagogies but the arrival on the

scene of the Government-initiated Rose Review may have

deprived the Cambridge Review of some of its potential

influence at the highest levels. That said, both reviews

have been well received by teachers and other

educationalists and there is sufficient common ground

between the two to hope that the importance of oracy

will be fully recognised in the next version of the

National Curriculum, which is planned for 2011.  Much

depends however, on the educational priorities of the

new political administration in this country which will

take power later this year. It is therefore a picture which

can support both optimistic and pessimistic views.  

Let me conclude though by turning away from this

macro-level view of educational policy and towards the

more important, micro-level view provided by classrooms

up and down the land. An important point to be

considered by teachers who are uncertain whether to

develop a more oracy-based approach is that, although

the initial investment by themselves and their pupils may

be considerable, the potential rewards are great.  Such an

approach can help children to develop the oracy skills

they require both in and out of school and throughout

their lives and it can help them to produce better work

across the curriculum as a result of the linguistic

enrichment they will have experienced. The point is well

made in the final report of the Rose Review which offers

us a suitable note on which to close:   
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‘If they can’t say it they can’t write it’ has become

something of a cliché which nevertheless captures the

nature of the interdependencies of speaking, listening,

reading and writing. 

(DFCS 2009, p 59)

Please note that this article went to print before the

publication of the new Primary National Curriculum.

The pictures accompanying this article are of Year 3 children

from a Philosophy for Children group in Beaver Road Primary

School, Manchester.  I am grateful to the staff and children at

Beaver Road for the opportunity to lead Philosophy for Children

sessions for children there over a number of years. Enquiries

about training in Philosophy for Children can be made through

SAPERE at www.sapere.org.uk
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Cognitive? Affective?

According to Robin Alexander, Director of the recent

Cambridge Primary Review, there has long been a

tendency in English primary education to over-emphasise

the social rather than cognitive value of classroom talk.

Educators have tended to focus on the affective function

of spoken interaction rather than its potential as a

medium for learning. In Culture and Pedagogy, he

contrasts our approach with quite a different primary

classroom culture in countries such as Russia and France

where ‘the purpose of talk is seen as mainly cognitive…

in England it tends to be seen as primarily social and

affective – about developing children’s confidence rather

than developing their thinking’. Alexander describes

Russian primary classrooms where the class is taught ‘by

getting one or two of its members to think aloud and at

length’ (Alexander 2000: 457). Learning takes place

through careful, collective listening to sustained dialogue

between teacher and pupil within a classroom culture in

which discussion about error is regarded as an essential

element of proceedings rather than a cause for negative

assessment.

Alexander’s key message is that the arguably low levels

of cognitive demand in many English classrooms and the

deep-rooted pattern of I-R-F teacher-pupil interaction (i.e.

‘teacher initiation’ – ‘pupil response’ – ‘teacher feedback’)

can be addressed through dialogic teaching, an approach

which ‘harnesses the power of talk to stimulate and

extend children’s thinking, and to advance their learning

and understanding’, (Alexander, 2004). 

From a contrasting standpoint, the linguistic

ethnographer, Janet Maybin, has argued that classroom

discourse researchers in the UK and USA have actually

made too much of particular kinds of curriculum-focused

talk, ignoring the broader socio-cultural nature of literacy

learning. She maintains that, because cognitive learning

practices mediated through language are simultaneously

processes of enculturation, it is important to consider the

full range of students’ talk in school rather than merely to

focus on curriculum-based varieties (Maybin 2003). 

Divergent perspectives

Related views were promoted during the nineties by

European discourse researchers such as Ernie Elbers who

argued that, because it was rare for children to willingly

and completely adopt their teachers’ situation definitions,

we needed to pay more serious attention to their

disagreements, arguments and failures of understanding

(Elbers 1992). Ana Luiza Smolka and her colleagues also

maintained that socio-cultural researchers should take

greater account of diversity and conflict; failures as well

as successes should be considered, breakdowns in

relationships as well as examples of effective

communication, because inter-subjectivity so often takes

the form of ‘divergent perspectives, opposition of ideas,

resistance to communicate’ (Smolka et al. 1995:172). The

message here was that researchers should resist any

temptation ‘to idealise the symmetry of human

relationships’ and should aim to avoid any

‘general tendency to consider movements from the chaotic

to the clear, from misunderstanding to shared

understanding, from the irregular to the regular, as if the

achievement of the latter pole in each case was, in fact,

what characterizes the nature of the process. ‘ (Smolka et al.

1995:183).

Even Vygotsky’s theory of the social origin of thought

(‘first inter- then intra- psychological’), was subjected to

critique because it tended to superimpose a unidirectional

teleology on the divergent reality of learning in the zone

of proximal development where regression was actually

just as likely to occur as cognitive progress (Tudge 1990;

Vygotsky 1987). The human subject is not always

constituted harmoniously. 

Recasting the goals

Many classroom teachers would of course agree that

harmonious interaction when children talk in groups is
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The Value of Talk
Understanding Classroom Discussion

Should classroom talk  be valued primarily for its cognitive or its affective functions? Paul Thompson
examines what can be learnt from formal and informal talk between students in the classroom.
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likely to be the exception rather than the rule. At the

same time, they would rarely deny these days that regular

opportunities for peer interaction are vital for a high

quality of learning. The sociocultural psychologist,

Barbara Rogoff, speculates that ‘children may be freer to

examine the logic of arguments when interacting with

peers rather than adults’. She adds that 

‘it may be the absence of external control, the freedom to

play with the rules themselves and to recast the goals of an

activity from moment to moment, that is unique and

valuable in peer interaction’ 

(Rogoff 1990:174 & 185-6).

How then should teachers understand and make use of

this ‘recasting of goals from moment to moment’ which

does seem to characterise a great deal of unsupervised

classroom talk? An

example is offered in

the following short

extract where a group

of year 8 students, two

girls and two boys, have

been cooperating very

well together for several

minutes in debating a

series of provocative

statements about the

educational

underachievement of

boys. However,

divergent perspectives

begin to emerge as the

topic of ‘boys and

reading’ is introduced,

culminating in quite an

unpleasant form of

verbal bullying. 

Grace has been

telling her fellow group

members about ‘a

moving novel’ she read

recently which tells the

tale of a girl who wrote

her own ‘true story’ as she was dying of leukaemia.

When Gary responds unsympathetically, Helen comes

quickly to her friend’s defence:

[1] GARY:  By the way, that book is boring.

[2] HELEN: Like you.

[3] GRACE: Oh it’s sad, Gary. Please shut up.

[4] HELEN: Next please.

[5] MARK: ‘Girls like reading more than boys’. That’s

true.

[6] GARY: Yeah that’s true.

[7] HELEN: Only because you are too busy playing

football.

[8] MARK: Anything is better than reading.

[9] GRACE: Yeah but reading is quite interesting. It

depends what you read.

[10] MARK: I don’t like reading. I’ve never liked

reading… especially if it’s a crap book.

[11] HELEN: You’re just a geek.

[12] GARY: Girls like reading more than boys because

girls are geeks.

[13] GRACE: No… but if you don’t read… when you

are reading… like words, you’ll be like [parodying a

poor reader] err… err..

[14] HELEN: And it gets you great word choices in

English.

[15] GRACE: [across classroom] John Bryan, you

always read don’t you? [pretending she can’t read]

Girls… like… read… ding… more… than… boys…

[16] HELEN: John reads books that big… [indicating

imperceptible distance between two fingers to

indicate tiny book size] so girls don’t like reading

more than boys.

Many classroom teachers would of course
agree that harmonious interaction when
children talk in groups is likely to be the
exception rather than the rule. At the same
time, they would rarely deny these days
that regular opportunities for peer
interaction are vital for a high quality of
learning. 
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[17] GARY: He does read books like that. [moving on

to next statement] ‘Boys shout out even though they

don’t know the answer’.

[18] GIRLS TOGETHER: Yeah, that’s true!!

At one level, this is an example of what Neil Mercer

would call ‘disputational talk’ during which partners are

perceived as a threat to individual interests and in which

‘the participants work to keep their identities separate,

and to protect their individuality’, (Mercer 2000: 173).

However, the dynamic here could equally well be

understood as a process of collective socialisation in

which new identities and relationships are being tested

out. 

Grace begins with a very positive view of the value of

reading but then, having been repudiated by Gary at [1]

and accused of being ‘a geek’ at [12], resorts to

demonstrating the social importance of literacy by

mimicking ‘the poor reader’ who still reads ‘big books’

[15]. Once the argument becomes personalised, Gary

moves over to the girls’ side [17]. Although he first

categorises the girls as ‘geeks’, he would prefer to

identify with them than with a boy who can hardly read.

In order to win the day for a serious, school-orientated

argument, Grace feels compelled to ridicule and victimize

John [15]. These students are defining themselves as

readers and as people in opposition to their ‘other’, John,

the slow learner.

Understanding students’ talk

How should teachers understand and react to such

contradictory breakdowns in inter-subjectivity? Should we

be surprised by the quite negative and hurtful ways in

which, from moment to moment, these students strive to

reposition themselves within the unfolding argument? As

they take turns to re-accentuate the evaluative orientation

of each preceding utterance in order to represent

themselves more favourably, their contributions are

primarily self-presentational, about ‘presenting yourself’

as a particular kind of person. Each student either

presents herself in a particular identity or criticises

another social identity. The momentum of the discourse

drives forward a developing sense of ‘self’, defined in

relation to conventional social values and beliefs. 

We find many similar examples in Children’s Voices,

Janet Maybin’s brilliant longitudinal study of the informal

‘voices’ of middle school pupils as they experiment with

different forms of identity during the difficult journey

from childhood to adolescence. From moment to

moment, their frames of reference change and so do their

evaluative attitudes. Maybin shows how, by constantly

evaluating their experiences in and out of the classroom,

these children are able to develop a clearer sense of

themselves as people. Through the evaluative dimension

of their dialogue, they position themselves within their

society and, through the context of their social identity,

they position themselves within the classroom discourse. 

One of her central findings is that classroom language

is always a hybrid of referential, interpersonal and

emotive forms:

‘Children’s talk is simultaneously referential (representing the

world), interpersonal (creating relations with others) and

emotive (expressing inner states in the speakers). It is also

always evaluative, expressing a position and making some

kind of value judgement, explicitly or implicitly, on its subject

matter’, (Maybin 2006: 31).

How should teachers understand and react
to such contradictory breakdowns in inter-
subjectivity? Should we be surprised by the
quite negative and hurtful ways in which,
from moment to moment, these students
strive to reposition themselves within the
unfolding argument? 

By constantly evaluating their experiences in
and out of the classroom, these children are
able to develop a clearer sense of themselves
as people. Through the evaluative dimension
of their dialogue, they position themselves
within their society and, through the context
of their social identity, they position
themselves within the classroom discourse.  
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In each of the students’ contributions in my own

example, there is clear evidence of these referential,

interpersonal and emotive dimensions. However, one

could not say that the range of signification is part of a

harmonious movement from ‘the chaotic to the clear’.

Quite the opposite. In order to win the day, Grace and

Helen decide to interpersonally recast the terms and

goals of their discussion activity and to heighten the level

of classroom emotion. This reflects the point made earlier

that the human subject is rarely constituted through

consensus and convergence. Problematic interaction of

this kind may nevertheless reveal a great deal about the

variety of ways in which children ‘learn’ when they are

working together. 

The value of talk

Any theory which aspires to fully grasp the relationship

between classroom discourse and learning must

appreciate the dialectical interplay between referential

and expressive modes of speaking. Maybin insists that it

is the methodology of linguistic ethnography which can

offer the deepest understanding of this relationship and

of the underlying role of ‘context’ during classroom

interaction. Alexander might maintain, on the other hand,

that an exclusive research preoccupation with the more

social aspects of classroom discussion has undermined a

full exploitation of the cognitive potential of spoken

discourse (Alexander 2004). 

Of course, there is value in both of these positions. We

need a deeper understanding of curriculum-focussed

teacher-pupil dialogue, which will tend to be

predominantly ‘convergent’, and a better grasp of the

dynamic of  informal peer group talk, which is more

likely to be ‘divergent’.  Research into both forms of

classroom discourse will have great significance for our

appreciation of the relationship between talk and

learning. 
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Work In Progress
Using Kensuke’s Kingdom to Develop Oral 
Language, Drama and Writing

Diane Duncan gives an account of two classes’ different responses to the study of Michael Morpurgo’s 
Kensuke’s Kingdom. She argues for the vital role of drama and oral work in developing literacy and 
imaginative engagement, and suggests that such activity must always be seen as ‘work in progress’.

Teaching Children’s Literature

Three years ago I wrote a book entitled, Teaching 

Children’s Literature: making stories work in the classroom 

(Duncan 2009) which was written for an audience of 

primary and Key Stage 3 secondary teachers, trainee 

teachers and students studying children’s literature. The 

impetus for the book arose from a group of student 

teachers taking a course in children’s literature as part of a 

specialist English programme in a university education 

department. They suggested that what would considerably 

enhance the course was a text which would do two 

things: offer clearly structured, practical guidance on how 

to make a text come alive in the classroom as well as 

provide deeper, theoretical knowledge on a chosen 

selection of authors, their works, plot, characterisation and 

so on. There was at the time, a serious lacuna in 

published material which dealt with both of these 

elements in one text so the book set out to begin to fi ll 

this gap.

The book examined fi ve contemporary, immensely 

popular children’s authors and the genre of comic books.  

Authors chosen were Philip Pullman, Michael Morpurgo, 

Jacqueline  Wilson, J.K. Rowling and Anthony Browne.     

It seems hardly credible, but when I began teaching the 

children’s literature course in 1997 there were virtually no 

published critical writings on any of these authors, apart 

from Anthony Browne, whose work had attracted 

considerable critical debate. Some thirteen years later a 

host of books and journal articles now exist which 

address the themes and ideas that pervade Pullman’s and 

Rowling’s work and the reasons their work has such a 

strong appeal to children and adults throughout the 

world. Some of the more seminal writings on Pullman and 

Rowling have recently been brought together for the 

benefi t of students studying children’s literature in two 

excellent texts edited by Montgomery and Watson and 

Maybin and Watson, (2009).  

The publication of Pullman’s Northern Lights in 1995 

marked the beginning of a very exciting period in 

children’s literature which I was keen to capture in my 

book. Indeed he was unequivocal about the high quality 

of writing currently to be found in contemporary 

children’s books:  

‘…children’s books, for various reasons, at this time in our 

literary history, open out on to a wideness and amplitude - a 

moral and mental spaciousness - that adult literary fi ction 

seems to have its back on’ (1998, p.44).    

When I was teaching my programme of children’s 

literature in the late 1990s with students hungry to 

understand why Pullman and Rowling, for example, had 

so successfully captured the attention of the media, there 

were scarcely any publications which might have given 

them even the fi rst of critical footholds on their work.   

Another reason for writing the book therefore, was to 

begin to provide some theoretical discourse on these 

particular 

contemporary 

works.

‘Road testing’ 
the ideas

The book is 

organised into six 

two-part chapters. 

The fi rst part of 

each looks closely 

at one particular 

book or comic 

text and gives 

detailed, 

structured 

guidance on how 

teachers or 

student teachers 

could use the 

chosen text to 

develop oral 

language, drama, 

writing and art 

activities as well 

Diane Duncan is an 
educational researcher, 
writer and consultant, 
and a visiting lecturer 
at the University of 
Hertfordshire.
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as social and emotional aspects of learning. It also lists the 

resources which teachers would find helpful, including 

sound effects for drama and a list of further reading and 

website information. The second part gives deeper 

knowledge about the respective author and their particular 

literary contribution which also includes transcripts of live 

interviews with some of the authors.   The practical 

sections were each based on a series of workshops which 

were carried out in a variety of schools in order to ‘road 

test’ them in the classroom. Some of these early 

workshops worked very well, others less so. Where the 

latter was the case the material was reworked and 

modified to take account of teacher and pupil feedback as 

well as my own perceptions of how well they had or had 

not worked.

Since the year of its publication, several students, 

teachers and education tutors have emailed me to say that 

they have enjoyed using the guidance material with their 

pupils/students. Not only did they respond well to it but 

their understanding and enjoyment of the book had been 

deepened as a result. Most importantly, teachers who had 

used the material for other books examined in my text 

found that they were soon able to use the structured 

guidance as a model to develop language with a range of 

other children’s books beyond those mentioned in the 

book. 

Kensuke’s Kingdom: Responding to different 
responses

Once the book had been published, I was invited by a 

number of head teachers to lead children’s literature 

sessions in their schools based on the ideas in the book.   

In one school, ‘Falcon School’, I was invited to work with 

several classes across Key Stages 1 and 2. (NB: in order to 

preserve anonymity, pseudonyms have been given to the 

teachers, pupils and school). 

In this particular school, I had the interesting experience 

of working with two different Year 6 classes in two 

successive years using Michael Morpurgo’s Kensuke’s 

Kingdom as the focus to promote an interrelated language 

development programme and to boost performance in 

writing, in particular. What I had not anticipated was the 

enormity of difference in response from two classes of a 

similar age group in the same school, using the same 

guidance material and the same book text as the focus.  

The immense gap in performance and reaction of the two 

classes was so surprising and unexpected that the 

remainder of this article will be devoted to a reflective and 

comparative analysis of the two classes (Class A and Class 

B).   

What this analysis sets out to reveal is that however 

good the story and the guidance material, the quality of 

collaboration between the external consultant and the 

class teacher is vital to its success. In addition, some 

fundamental principles about how to read stories and how 

to use them as a vehicle to improve language and literacy 

development not only need to be regularly revisited but 

made explicit, perhaps for the first time in the case of 

some teachers. For example, since 1998 most students will 

have been trained to deliver the National Literacy Strategy 

and, unless they have followed English specialist courses, 

are less likely to have been taught to read stories 

expressively with characterisation and variations of tone 

and colour or how to use them as a basis for language or 

cross-curricular development. Of particular importance in 

the analysis is the strongly held view that these basic 

principles of story pedagogy should not be assumed or 

‘taken as read’ since they are anything but straightforward 

or unproblematic. 

After a hesitant start Class A showed a gradual week on 

week pattern of progress and improvement across all 

areas of language and social and emotional development.   

In the case of Class B, there were fleeting and mercurial 

moments of progress and intense involvement, especially 

in the drama activities. These were not, however, 

sustained from week to week. By the end of the 

workshop programme, whilst there were some clear, 

observable developments in certain aspects of language 

development, there was unfortunately no discernible 

improvement in writing performance. The following 

analysis offers some speculative conclusions which may 

account for the differences between the two classes. 

The school

Falcon School is a small primary school with 140 pupils 

on roll drawing its pupils from an area in a large town 

where there is considerable social disadvantage. Its 

current head teacher (Pamela) has been in post for four 

years having initially inherited some serious difficulties as 

a result of a significant period of leadership instability 

which negatively impacted on pupil standards of 

achievement. Since her appointment the expectations of 

both staff and pupils have been raised and this has since 

been fully endorsed by a recent, positive Ofsted report. 

However, writing performance across the school fell 

below national averages and was identified as an area for 

improvement across the school. Pamela was keen to boost 

the performance in oral language, reading and writing 

throughout her school and was looking for more creative 

ways of teaching the English curriculum since she 

believed that large numbers of pupils in her school simply 

could not access the literacy section of the Primary 

Framework. She was a keen advocate of drama and the 

potential of the story to engage children intellectually, 

emotionally and socially.  The ideas and value system 

contained in Teaching Children’s Literature aligned very 

closely with hers so I agreed to work with several classes 

in her school as an educational consultant on texts of her 

choice. This involved me in teaching the pupils in each of 

Fundamental principles about how to read 
stories and how to use them as a vehicle to 
improve language and literacy development 
not only need to be regularly revisited but 
made explicit.
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the classes in a series of fi ve weekly, half day workshops. 

Perhaps I should add here that whilst much of my time is 

now spent writing and conducting research, teaching is 

hard wired into my persona having spent a long career as 

a primary teacher, head teacher and teacher educator.

The workshops

The children each had their own copy of Kensuke’s 

Kingdom and they followed the story in the text whilst it 

was read to them. I asked that at least a third of the story 

be read to the class before my fi rst visit in order that the 

children had at least some grasp of the characters, the 

story setting and plot so far. Teachers were asked to have 

on display some pictures relevant to the story in order to 

give children a visual sense of the world Michael and 

Kensuke inhabited. For example, orang-utans, gibbons, a 

large photograph or diagram of a yacht with terms like 

tiller, rudder, bow, stern clearly labelled and an enlarged 

picture of a map showing the route of Peggy Sue’s journey 

to the point where Michael and Stella are thrown off the 

boat in a raging storm.

The class teacher and classroom assistant were both 

present at each of the workshops. They spent most of the 

session observing but joined in parts of the drama and hot 

seating as well as providing pupil support during the 

writing activities. Detailed lesson notes including a 

breakdown of the drama activities and lists of new 

vocabulary were given to the class teacher at the 

beginning of each session. At my request some time was 

made available at the end of each session for the teacher 

and I to feedback our particular perspectives about how 

the children performed and responded to the session.  

This included frank exchanges about the parts which 

worked well and less well and how this might be acted 

upon in next week’s sessions. I also made suggestions 

about what the teacher could usefully work on before the 

next session. A particularly important part of the working 

collaboration was an agreement made at the outset that 

the writing begun in the workshop would be worked 

upon and completed by the class teacher by the time of 

my next visit so that we could see weekly indications of 

development and progress in writing.

The broad pattern of each workshop remained the 

same each week. My guiding principle was based on two 

fi rm beliefs: fi rstly that oracy (including thinking and 

drama work) is central to development in reading and 

writing and secondly, that the quality of writing and the 

level of children’s engagement is likely to be greater after 

discussion, problem solving and drama have taken place.   

Thus the order of content in each of the sessions was as 

follows: 

a brief recap of the most recent chapter

paired and whole class discussion

hot seating activity

drama 

writing

•

•

•

•

•

Class A 

This Year 6 class of 24 pupils was described by Pamela, 

the head teacher, as quiet and not particularly responsive.   

The ability range was wide with most children working 

between levels 1 and 4 and two working towards level 5 

in English. It was girl-predominant with a small subset of 

fi ve boys, three of whom were very quiet and shy whilst 

the other two were confi dent, sophisticated speakers who 

proved to be strong players in discussion work and hot 

seating.   

The teacher

Nadine is an experienced teacher who is also the acting 

deputy head. She was keen to learn from the workshops 

and made copious notes on her lesson plans each week.   

She described herself as being not very strong in English 

and freely admitted that ‘drama was not her thing’ adding 

that she would be very uncomfortable if asked to take 

part in the drama activities.
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The sessions

In the first teaching session the children were hesitant 

about volunteering responses to questions demanding 

little more than a recalling of events. Even though they 

were fully engaged with the story, they had considerable 

difficulty remembering the finer points of detail about 

what had happened in the previous chapter. For example, 

in answer to the question, ‘What were the main things that 

happened in the part of the story you heard last week?’   

Common responses were, ‘He (Michael) lands on the 

island.’ ‘He builds a fire.’ On the whole their verbal 

responses were generalised and lacking in specificity.   

Once I had re-read the relevant parts of the story or given 

them verbal summaries some began to give more 

extended and detailed responses but this was confined to 

a small handful of children. Indeed Nadine commented in 

a sympathetic discussion after the first session that work 

of this kind with her class was often like ‘drawing teeth!’    

However, things improved markedly over the next four 

weeks.   

What is of significance here are the pedagogical 

strategies which were used to challenge the children to 

immerse themselves more deeply into the experience of 

the story and its characters. Specific examples drawn from 

the hot seating, drama and writing activities will be used 

to illustrate how children can, through the power of story, 

and learning experiences which place demands on them 

to think more reflectively and analytically, make tangible 

gains in their thinking, spoken language, drama and 

writing.   

In one of the early drama activities children were asked 

to think about the incident between Michael and Stella 

(his dog) just before they are thrown into the sea.   

Michael is alone at the wheel whilst Stella is barking at 

something at the bow of the boat. Neither has their safety 

harness on as ten foot waves crash upon the deck.   

Michael tries to coax Stella away from the bow with his 

football but she will not come. In desperation Michael 

leaves the wheel and tries to lift her to safety when a 

colossal wave sweeps them both into the sea. With the aid 

of a stormy sea sound effect, the relevant passage was 

read out whilst children were asked to close their eyes 

and imagine what they would see, feel, hear and smell if 

they had been Michael. By going in role as Michael, I built 

up the dramatic sequence a small step at a time using 

mime. I also made demands on them to think about the 

finer details of the sequence. For example, Stella was not 

only reluctant to come to Michael, she would have been 

wet and heavy making it very hard for him to lift her on a 

pitching and rolling boat. Using the model I had given 

them with the atmospheric sound effect, the children were 

able firstly to mime the sequence and then repeat it using 

speech. There was no doubt that the children were caught 

and lit up by the drama activity. The speech they used 

followed closely not only the words of the text but its 

rhythm and cadence. After the session was over, Nadine 

who had enjoyed the relatively rare experience of 

observing her own class, was surprised at how children 

normally reticent and lacking in confidence, completely 

immersed themselves in the drama in entirely credible 

performances of a twelve year old boy about to risk his 

life. In contrast to the early discussion sessions, their 

response to the drama activities involved considerable 

cognitive activity including memorising the sequence, 

making it connect with their interpretation of the role and 

re-living the experience through their imagination. Thus 

their dramatic work showed that the potential for more 

complex thinking lay well within their grasp.

The hot seating activity was a routine that the children 

eagerly anticipated each week. Each time it happened the 

children were asked to concentrate on one particular 

aspect of the story. The intention of this limited focus was 

to help the children think about detail and deeper layers 

of meaning rather than skimming over the surface of what 

had been read so far. However, it was not until the final 

two weeks of the programme, that they began to probe 

the person in the hot seat in order to ask follow up 

questions. These explanation-demanding questions 

required them to dig more deeply into the text for more 

complex meanings or give responses that had to be 

inferred without compromising the integrity of the story.  

For example, the children were asked to think about 

Michael and Kensuke’s life after the rescue. Recalling an 

earlier point in the story, Darshan asked Laura in the hot 

seat as Michael, whether his father had mended Peggy 

Sue’s broken rudder cable. Laura responded:

‘He tried to mend it when he first came home but it’s still not 

working properly.’  

This was a creative response on the part of Laura since 

there is no explicit reference to whether or not it was 

mended in the story. Darshan prompted her further:

 

‘Why didn’t he fix it properly?  It’s already caused a lot of 

problems.’

Laura replied: 

‘Well I thought that when we’d found Michael again, we 

could all work on it together as a family project.’

Darshan was far from satisfied with this response and 

challenged Laura further:

‘I don’t get that.  Your father nearly lost his son and dog and 

he comes back to try and find him in a boat which isn’t 

properly mended?’

Children can, through the power of story, 
and learning experiences which place 
demands on them to think more reflectively 
and analytically, make tangible gains in their 
thinking, spoken language, drama and 
writing.
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This was too much for Laura and she just shrugged her 

shoulders and grinned (Duncan, 2010, p.352).

This exchange presented a valuable opportunity to 

discuss the importance of questions and responses which 

fitted with the story and what was likely to have 

happened in reality.  Besides the opportunity it provided 

for the development of higher order thinking skills, 

children who had not previously contributed to 

discussions about the story, found the confidence to do 

so. One child with special educational needs who seldom 

spoke in any class session, volunteered pertinent and 

relevant questions in the hot seating activity as did a very 

reticent Nigerian girl who had only recently arrived in the 

country and who spoke very little English.  Hot seating 

also encouraged children to listen to the story with greater 

intensity than was the case in the early weeks of the 

programme.

The children’s writing development will be discussed 

later on alongside a comparison with Class B.

At the end of the programme, such was the children’s 

enjoyment of Kensuke’s Kingdom they immediately 

wanted to know what the next story would be.  Nadine 

had also become sufficiently convinced about the value of 

work of this kind that she intended to follow the model I 

had used with Philip Pullman’s Clockwork or All Wound 

Up. When I saw her again two terms later she had adapted 

the model outlined in the book to her own needs and was 

using it for a text not examined in Teaching Children’s 

Literature, John Boyne’s The Boy in Striped Pyjamas, with 

evident success. She had also become a keen enthusiast of 

drama and now used it regularly across the curriculum.

Class B 

This is small class of 19 children with a mixed age group 

of thirteen Year 5 and six Year 6 pupils. The ability range 

is skewed towards the lower end with most pupils 

working between levels 1 and 3 with only three or four 

children working at or towards level 4 in English. No child 

is yet working towards level 5 but two or three pupils are 

potentially capable of doing so. Discontinuity of class 

teachers over three successive years has had a negative 

impact on standards of achievement and pupil behaviour.  

The class shows little evidence of social cohesion and 

many of the children are exceptionally emotionally and 

socially immature. Several children have special 

educational needs and a larger than average number of 

children do not live with either of their parents or have 

experienced sexual and physical abuse.   

The teacher

Rita is in her second year of teaching and only became the 

children’s class teacher at the beginning of this academic 

year.  Like Nadine, Rita had the assistance of a part-time 

classroom assistant. When the workshops began she had 

only been in the post for seven weeks but she was keen 

to collaborate in the workshop programme and develop 

her skills and ideas for the teaching of drama.   

The sessions

I had already worked with this class in the previous year 

on another of Michael Morpurgo’s books, King of the 

Cloud Forests. The opportunity to build on the success of 

the workshops with Class A in the context of a class with 

whom I already had a working relationship was a 

welcome one. Apart from one or two minor adjustments, 

the workshop programme was identical to that used for 

Class A. However, because of the ability and behavioural 

profile of the class, I slowed down the pace and reduced 

the content of the sessions in order to allow time for 

repetition and reinforcement.

It was clear that the children had enjoyed the part of the 

story they had read so far and initially they responded 

well when they were asked questions about what had 

happened so far. However, when they were challenged to 

think about the reasons for the actions of Michael, 

Kensuke and Stella in certain contexts, they struggled and 

quickly became restive. For example, even though 

Kensuke was initially very hostile towards Michael, 

confining him to a small part of the island and forbidding 

him to stray outside it, Stella always wagged her tail in 

friendship at Kensuke and wanted to follow him, much to 

the bewilderment and annoyance of Michael. I asked the 

children what might explain Stella’s behaviour hoping for 

something about trust and Kensuke’s close relationship 

with the orang-utans. This, in common with other, similar 

‘why’ questions was often met with blank looks, silence or 

wild guesses. When encouraged to try and work things 

out with their talk partners or talk triads, they quickly gave 

up or chatted about anything but the story. This was 

despite the best efforts of three adults’ prompts and 

encouragement. Indeed, apart from one or two pairs of 

quiet and conforming girls, the talk groups rarely 

produced any sign of a willingness to take risks or puzzle 

things out beyond a surface level.   

Initially there were similar problems with the hot seating 

sessions although the children greatly enjoyed the activity 

once it was underway. In the first two weeks, the children 

had immense difficulty organising themselves into a circle.   

They were all extremely keen to be chosen to be in the 

hot seat as either Michael or Kensuke but their enthusiasm 

was seldom matched by thoughtful and plausible 

responses to the questions put to them by their peers.   

Things improved considerably when the questions were 

rehearsed orally or in writing beforehand. Even then there 

was a small group of children who did not participate.   

When they were reminded that opting out was not an 

option, greater participation followed in the later sessions.   

This, in common with other similar ‘why’ 
questions, was often met with blank looks, 
silence or wild guesses.  When encouraged 
to try and work things out with their talk 
partners or talk triads, they quickly gave up 
or chatted about anything but the story.  
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By the final session everyone participated fully and some 

children were beginning to ask more probing questions 

which required an accurate knowledge of the story and an 

ability to use the text as evidence to support their 

responses. However, this clear sign of progress was hard 

won and could not be characterised as a smooth upward 

curve of improvement. They also had considerable 

difficulty in empathising with the characters. Minor 

infractions of behaviour which took up valuable teaching 

time to rectify and resolve occurred throughout the 

programme.

A broadly similar pattern of response occurred in the 

drama sessions although there were moments of intense 

involvement when children were fully engaged. These 

signs of improvement were highly praised and the 

respective children asked to model their drama or mime 

to the rest of the class. This had a very positive impact on 

the quality of performance throughout the class.   

Frequently however, over half the children were not able 

to sustain their efforts and lost concentration. However, in 

the final session the entire class worked together in a brief 

and rare moment of synchrony. The scene they were 

asked to enact involved the two protagonists, Stella and 

the orang-utans.  The children could choose which parts 

they played after I had modelled the sequence of events 

for them. They had to gather up the frightened orang-

utans and bring them to the safety of Kensuke’s cave.   

Poachers had arrived and the sound of gun shot could be 

heard throughout the island. Given the momentary flashes 

of development which had so far characterised the 

performance of this class, it would not have been too 

surprising had the gunshot sound effects, choice of 

characters (which included the orang-utans) and the 

squashed space they had to work in to depict the back of 

Kensuke’s cave led to behavioural chaos and a swift end 

to the session. Not so. Much to my amazement, the 

children gave a convincing and moving portrayal of fear 

and mounting panic whilst simultaneously giving comfort 

to each other as orang-utans Michael or Kensuke. In fact, 

for a few, heady moments, the classroom became 

Kensuke’s cave.

Progress in Writing

Finally, we turn to progress in writing, the main objective 

of the programme. It should be stated at the outset that 

any ‘hard’ evidence of gains in writing would be difficult 

to discern after only five sessions. What is offered here is 

a prima facie analysis based on the class teacher’s and 

head teacher’s reactions to the writing premised on what 

they already knew about their writing. It also includes 

some commentary of my own. The writing tasks included 

a specific genre or writing intention in each of the 

sessions, and the children were encouraged to draw upon 

the language work and drama activities which preceded 

the writing.

In Class A children successfully used their own versions 

of Morpurgo’s short, sometimes one-word, sentences to 

build up pace and tension in a first-hand narrative of 

Michael’s last few moments on the boat before he and 

Stella are tossed into the sea. There was considerable 

evidence of children’s ability to use adjectives 

metaphorically, vivid and accurate language and a wider 

than usual range of connectives bringing greater narrative 

coherence and flow to their writing. Nadine was surprised 

at the rate and quality of the improvement which built up 

over the weeks.  It was her view that the children’s 

intense involvement and enjoyment in the dramatic 

activities was the key to the richness of language and 

assured prose used in their writing. Some weeks later the 

head teacher told me that in a recent English levelling 

exercise, all children had increased their achievement by 

half a level. (A longer discussion of this class’s writing 

progress with examples of pupils’ writing can be found in 

Duncan, D. (2010))

In Class B some children showed a willingness to use 

new vocabulary, write accurately and use figurative 

language involving metaphors and similes. Two or three 

pupils demonstrated the beginnings of development in the 

use of language to build up pace and suspense.    

However their progress was patchy and what progress 

there was did not apply to all children. As was the case in 

the oral language work, what had been gained in one 

week was seldom carried over and built on in subsequent 

weeks. By the end of the programme it was difficult to 

pinpoint any clear patterns of improvement either with 

individual pupils or the class as a whole.   

Work in progress: process v product

So what accounted for this marked discrepancy in 

progress between the two classes?  What follows is an 

analysis of some the main points of difference which 

argues that the children’s differential responses should be 

seen as work in progress rather than simply a 

disappointing outcome.

Rita was in her first term of experience with this challenging 

class and several management routines were still in the 

process of being established when the workshop programme 

Children’s differential responses should be 
seen as work in progress rather than simply 
a disappointing outcome.

The fact that flashes of progress came and 
went like quicksilver in Class B does not 
however add up to an experience of failure.  
It is both salutary and revealing sometimes 
to examine problematic teaching and 
learning experiences.  
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began. These were fully established in Class A and Nadine 

was a very experienced teacher with considerable status in 

the school.

Because of competing claims on her time, Rita found it 

difficult to find enough time to read chapters of the stories in 

time for the next workshop with the consequence that they 

were often rushed.   The reading of stories of a lengthier and 

more complex kind had not yet become part of a regular and 

more integrated language programme.

The time taken up dealing with frequent bouts of disruptive 

behaviour ate considerably in my teaching time. This meant 

that I often did not get time to read the next chapter in the 

book which had been easily possible with Class A. Of central 

value in the reading of stories is the opportunity it creates for 

teachers and children to share the writer’s imagined world 

together. It is probably one of the most remembered and 

binding relational experiences between teachers and pupils 

and the fact that this did not happen was an unquestionable 

loss.

The other, equally important, pedagogical point is that the 

expressive reading of stories helps to bring tonal life and 

colour to its characters. The rhythm and cadence of the 

language ‘echo in the children’s memories helping them 

internalise some of the language of the text’ (Barrs and Cork, 

2001, p.72). This certainly happened with the children in 

Class A since I could often ‘hear’ my particular intonation of 

Morpurgo’s language in the children’s drama work and 

writing.  Had this been possible in my work with Class B I do 

not doubt that the children’s experience would have been 

richer and my relationship with them, closer.

The basic competence of the children’s handwriting, 

spelling and punctuation strategies was, with a few 

exceptions, of a poor quality and well below national 

averages with many of the children still using pencil.  Whilst 

they were keen to write, many of the children in Class B were 

hampered by their poorly developed basic writing skills. For a 

range of valid reasons, Rita was not able to give the time 

needed between workshops to develop and complete the 

writing pieces.  Recent evidence suggests strongly that 

children become frustrated when they are not given time to 

finish their work.   In examples of highly successful 

innovatory curriculum practice, children reported that their 

work had improved and their motivation increased because 

they were now given time to finish work before having to 

move onto another task (Brundrett and Duncan, 2010).

The fact that flashes of progress came and went like 

quicksilver in Class B does not however add up to an 

experience of failure. It is both salutary and revealing 

sometimes to examine problematic teaching and learning 

experiences. Classes with similar profiles to the one 

described above will inevitably take much longer to show 

signs of progress in work of this kind. However fleeting 

the signs of improvement, they need to be safeguarded 

and used as building blocks for future development.   

Stories, however compelling and powerful, will not, by 

themselves, bring about gains in language development.  

A carefully structured, interrelated language programme 

needs to be followed where each of its constituent parts 

are broken down into small, clearly modelled, progressive 

steps.  

The pedagogy of story-reading

The pedagogy of story-reading has not been a priority or 

made explicit in teacher training courses for over a 

decade. Its art and value has been marginalised in primary 

education in the drive for targets and higher standards in 

literacy. At Falcon School, the reading of whole stories, 

oral language and drama became a central priority 

because of the commitment of its head teacher.  The 

creative programme of work she initiated made a 

powerful difference to the educational lives of her pupils 

and staff. My recent experience of using stories to 

promote language development in Pamela’s school 

emphasises the need for the principles of an effective 

story reading pedagogy not only to be revisited but re-

instated in teacher training courses.
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