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60: 12 Ways … Of Making 
Speaking and Listening Matter 
NATE Chair and GCSE English expert Peter 
Thomas explores a range of issues and 
strategies relating to Speaking and Listening 
in the new GCSE. 
A longer version of this article was published 
in Issue 10 of Teaching English, and is 
available online to members of NATE, along 
with the entire archive of NATE magazines. 

 

What’s the point?  
The uncoupling of Speaking and Listening 
assessment from Reading and Writing 
assessment in the revised GCSEs has prompted a range of strong reactions. Many teachers feel 
that the revised reporting procedure reflects a devaluing of the most-used form of English 
communication. 

There is certainly a sound educational reason for re-asserting the centrality of speaking and 
listening in teaching and learning – not just in English, but in the wider curriculum around it, and in 
the widest curriculum of students’ personal growth as communicators and social beings. This 
applies equally to the least able and the most able. What follows is an attempt to embrace the ideal 
and the real, the practical and the conceptual, the analytical and the aesthetical – an attempt to 
persuade colleagues of the pleasure and the power of spoken language. For itself, and for its 
impact on writing - and on reading. 

This article attempts to show where Speaking and Listening can become the basis for developing 
skills for relating to others, and skills for reading and writing, and for thinking. In more materialistic 
terms, Speaking and Listening can be the basis for developing writing and reading as they are 
assessed in examination performance.  

There’s an advantage for teachers in work-load, too. Think of Speaking and Listening as oral 
drafting, developing and exploring ideas and genres that would otherwise require being taken 
home on paper to add to the burden of an English teacher’s marking. Dialogue between teacher 
and student at the point of oral performance can be more immediate and productive than returning 
annotated written drafts some time later, having made the journey home and back to school again. 

The revised emphasis on formality, Standard English and response to questions creates a need for 
specific and explicit teaching of the oracy skills required. Speaking may come naturally, but crafted 
speaking needs expertise in teaching and modelling, especially if it is seen as closely linked to 
crafted writing. Taking each skill in turn, students can be prompted to develop from Pass through 
Merit to Distinction by focus on each of these three aspects of content, communication and 
dialogue. More ambitiously, they can be further developed by prompts designed to transfer 
Speaking and Listening skills to writing skills.  
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In the classroom 
 

The following suggestions provide a starting point for classroom policy and practice where 
Speaking and Listening is valued in its own right, but are also a conscious rehearsal of skills 
transferable to writing. In each case there is some focus on characteristics of different discourse 
models (or text types) followed by an example of an activity designed to support and apply the 
learning. The aim is to establish a repertoire of focus and skills in Speaking and Listening which 
enables and enhances performance in the rest of the English curriculum.  

Whilst it is likely that any of the following can result in Distinction quality speaking, and in top level 
writing, they are presented as a progression, starting with text types familiar from earlier school 
experience, towards potentially more demanding text types. The progression sequence is offered 
as a simple way of organising the repertoire, and is less important than the repertoire itself. Clearly, 
a report by Fergal Keane or Lise Ducet will not be something simpler than the other 11 text types, 
and will involve many features of the types which follow.  

 
A Establishing basic key skills: knowledge, accuracy, clarity, detail 
 

1 Reporting 

Genre characteristics: at its simplest, factual content, sequential structure, impersonal, language 
past tense, passive verb use. 

Activity: confining a speech to these genre characteristics, based on personal accounts, 
observation of a movie clip or a situation mimed or improvised by teacher or students. 
 

2 Describing  

Genre characteristics: present tense, factual, expressive, impressionistic and attitudinal  

Activity: describing a loved or loathed TV programme or an aspect of a sport that the speaker feels 
strongly about. 
 

3 Instructing  

Genre characteristics: procedure, sequence, modal verbs and anticipated needs for guidance. 

Activity: explaining how to prepare people at home for a very bad report on its way from school. 
 

4 Listening to and recalling facts and sequences. 

Activity: Listen to a reading of the following account. Repeat the account. (There are potentially 20 
items of a factual nature.) 
Macbeth (i): facts 

Macbeth was a Scottish nobleman. He was the Thane of Glamis. The King of Scotland, Duncan, 
asked Macbeth to fight against the invading Norwegians. Macbeth was a good soldier and succeeded 
in defeating the Norwegians, so the King gave him another title, Thane of Cawdor. 

On his way back from the battle, with his colleague Banquo, he met three witches, who recognized 
him as the Thane of Glamis and already knew before he did that he was also now Thane of Cawdor. 
They said that he would also become King of Scotland. 
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B Developing further key skills: selecting evidence, anticipating audience needs and 
responses, countering argument, conceding opposition and negotiating conflicting data 
and viewpoints 
 

5 Proposing/Defending  

Genre characteristics:  ideas management and manipulation (countering & justifying)/audience 
management and motivation (recommending & appealing) 

Activity: proposing an unpopular or welcome way of improving relationships at home, at school or 
in the workplace. 
 

6 Developing  

Genre characteristics: building on existing knowledge or views 

Activity: developing a proposal (e.g. a change of school uniform) to show alternative views, 
implications or effects according to a variety of criteria (e.g. financial, cultural, personal, practical 
and social). 
 

7 Reflecting  

Genre characteristics: personal musing, evaluating, tracing causes and effects and placing the 
personal in a wider social or developmental context. 

Activity: discussing changing taste in pop music with reference to favourites at the ages of 10, 12 
and today. 
 

8 Listening and responding to description  

Activity: Listen to the following description of Macbeth. Select any details which add to the 
listener’s impression of Macbeth as a man and as a soldier. 
Macbeth (ii): description 

Macbeth was a popular and admired Scottish nobleman. He was the Thane of Glamis, which meant 
he was a rich and powerful landowner. The King of Scotland, Duncan, who was very old and unable 
to fight, asked Macbeth to fight against the invading Norwegians. Macbeth was a brave soldier, 
whose strength and violence showed when he ripped an opponent open and stuck his head on a 
stake. On his way back from the battle, with his colleague Banquo, he met three strange witch-like 
creatures who seemed to know him and who told him he would become King of Scotland. At first he 
could not believe them, but what they told him got him thinking. 
 

9 Listening and responding to ideas and interpretations 

Activity: Listen to a reading of the following. Select any parts of the account that show opinion or 
interpretation of the character and the play. 
Macbeth (iii): ideas & interpretation 

Shakespeare builds an exciting play around a man who was a brave soldier and a faithful servant of 
the king who becomes an evil tyrant. As Thane of Glamis, he fought for the King of Scotland and 
defeated the invading Norwegian army, for which the King rewarded him with the title of Thane of 
Cawdor. This should have been enough honour for any man, and reward enough for what he had 
done, but Macbeth was tempted by the prophecy of the witches that he would become King. 
Encouraged by his ruthless wife, he invited the King to his home, and despite the King’s kindness 
towards him, despite his good qualities as a man and as a ruler, and despite being his guest, 
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Macbeth murdered Duncan. Shakespeare’s drama shows how ambition can be dangerous, and how 
trusting to the supernatural can be dangerous too. 

 
C Consolidating the full key skill repertoire: independence of judgement, self-awareness, 
detection of bias, close scrutiny of logic, language and tone, willingness to negotiate doubt 
and uncertainty 
 

10 Exploring  

Genre characteristics: theorizing, contextualising – matching and adjusting to audience and 
relevance - need, circumstance, aptitude, willingness 

Activity: taking the events of a poem or novel and considering how they may or may not be 
relevant in another context with regard to gender, culture, circumstance or age. Considering how 
the same situation or event may take different form or have a different outcome in another context. 
 

11 Analysing  

Genre characteristics: forensics, pattern search for function & relationship 

Activity: Read one of the following accounts of the end of Charles I. Both use language in a way 
that tries to influence the reader’s attitude and opinion. Present a short speech describing the 
event with alternative attitudes and opinions to the one you have chosen. 
 

The People’s Press, Tuesday, January 30th, 1649, London 

The day was chilly and the crowds gathered in Whitehall blew into their hands as they waited 
patiently in Whitehall Square for 2 o’clock. There was a buzz of excited conversation as ordinary 
London folk, and some who had taken the trouble of coming from distant English shires, waited for 
history to be made and for justice to be done. Then, as 2 o’clock struck, all talk stopped and eyes 
were fixed on the figure of Charles Edward Stuart, formerly King of England, now a traitor brought to 
justice, as he appeared at the back of the scaffold. No longer the arrogant strutting aristocrat 
expecting his subjects to bow down before him, he was now the subject – the subject of the people’s 
judgement. Dressed in extra clothing so that the people would not see him shiver like an ordinary 
human being, the man who claimed a God-given right to rule found no God’s help at the end of his 
privileged life. As the axe fell, there was a sigh of relief from the crowd. Thus ended the life of the 
man who had been found guilty of being a ‘tyrant, traitor and murderer; and a public and implacable 
enemy to the Commonwealth of England.’ He found to his cost that England’s Parliament was now a 
greater force than the Royal House of Stuart.  
 

The Royalist Standard, Tuesday, January 30th, 1649 

A ghoulish gang of spectators gathered around the scaffold in Whitehall to witness the most 
shameful act in English history. Many had been drinking in taverns before coming to witness this 
appalling spectacle. Before them stood the figure of King Charles I of England and Scotland, his 
posture dignified and his face composed in dignity despite the fate he knew before him. As always, 
his royal manner distinguished him from the coarseness of the throng of gaping commoners. He 
wore an extra shirt for warmth, so that any shivers caused by the cold air would not seem shivers of 
fear. To the end he put his faith in God. ‘I have delivered to my conscience; I pray God you do take 
those courses that are best for the good of the kingdom and your own salvation.’ The official 
executioner refused to commit an act of murder on a rightful king, so two volunteers offered to do 
the job for a £100. As the axe fell, there was a groan of anguish from the crowd, too late realizing the 
horror of what had been done. 
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12 Questioning 

Too often, students think that teachers ask questions and students give answers. That seems a 
limited model of learning - or of being human. Teachers can prompt students to different kinds of 
thinking and feeling by skillfully directed questions, but students need to develop a repertoire of 
questions themselves in order to probe, interrogate or challenge independently.  

Teachers can model different kinds of questions dedicated to different thinking purposes as part of 
the activities above. This requires some conscious questioning strategies. For example, a teacher 
can present a single student with a sequence of questions prompting different kinds of response, 
such as clarification, reasoning, alternatives and implications. Alternatively, a sequence of 
questions can be presented to a row of students, again working on a spread of demand such as 
clarification, reasoning, alternatives and evidence. Establishing this purposeful pattern of 
questioning will help students to anticipate the kind of question coming to them in turn, and what 
kind of response will be matched to it. When students take ownership of such a modeled 
repertoire, using it in group discussion, they will have developed in their own thinking and ability to 
prompt thinking in others. 

A very useful starting point for this kind of structured questioning to develop thinking in Speaking 
and Listening (and to rehearse these functions in written form) is the Socratic model. (The 
explanation which follows is adapted from Teaching Thinking - Philosophical Enquiry in the 
Classroom by Robert Fisher, Brunel University, 1998.) 

 

1: Questions that seek clarification:  
Can you explain that…? Explaining 
What do you mean by…? Defining 
Can you give me an example of…? Illustrating 
How does that help…? Supporting 
  
 2: Questions that probe reasons and evidence.  
Why do you think that…? Reasoning 
How do we know that…? Justifying 
Do you have evidence…? Referencing 
Can you think of another explanation…? Interpreting 
  
 3. Questions that explore alternative views.  
Can you put it another way…? Re-formulating 
Is there another point of view…? Anticipating 
What if someone were to suggest that…? Conceding 
What would someone who disagreed with you say…? Negotiating 
  
 4. Questions that test implications and consequences.  
What follows from what you say…? Extrapolation 
Does that fit with what you said earlier…? Consistency & coherence 
Is it always the case that for that…? Qualification 
How could you test to see if it were true…? Validation  

  

This questioning model can be seen as progressively demanding, or not. Either way, it provides a 
basis for learning that questions have specific purposes and require different kinds of responses. 
Using this model of purposeful dialogue to prompt critical and evaluative skills helps to develop a 
student’s repertoire for a wide variety of academic and social contexts. The success of the process 
may be judged at the upper end of attainment by assured display of some of the skills necessary 
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for further academic progress beyond GCSE.  
 
… And Finally 
I hope this article re-invigorates teachers’ interest in Speaking and Listening, both as a valid and 
satisfying thing in itself, and as the medium for accessing and enhancing other parts of the English 
and wider curriculum. It may even be more valuable than that, if colleagues find a matched interest 
in colleagues in other departments in the school. It would be to everyone’s advantage to establish 
clear school-wide principles and practices that would make Speaking, Listening – and thinking – a 
major part of cross-curricular teaching and learning.  

So, let them talk. Let them know that talk matters. Give speech a chance!    
              
 


