
Children today are great at multi-tasking in a computer-techno savvy way.  They are able to 
text message their friends as they simultaneously listen to their iPods or MP3’s and watch 
TV.  Yet, while TV, computers, video games and text messaging have heightened the visual 
skills of many children,  oral communication—listening and speaking skills—has languished 
by the wayside.  However, the importance that strong oral communication skills  play in our 
society cannot be overemphasized.  
 
Oral communication provides a foundation for 
the development of reading and writing skills. 
In fact, 30 years ago, James Britton coined the 
phrase that “ reading and writing float on a sea 
of talk.”  For most children, the learning process 
actually begins with talk—talking about their 
experiences, talking about themselves. So, how 
can we get our children to pull the plug on their 
iPods and start listening and talking to us?   
 
As parents, we can provide opportunities for 
talk at the dinner table.  Ask your child about 
his/her day.  But be sure to ask open-ended type questions and prompts.  These types of 
questions require more than just a yes/no response or the familiar grunt or shrug we often get 
from our teens. Open-ended questions like “ I wonder what would happen if….What do you 
think?”   or,  “ I was reading an article on….what do you think about that?”  are questions 
that will elicit some discussion.  It is also important to keep in mind that to be able to speak 
and listen effectively, our children must understand the importance of  using culturally ap-
propriate  body language and eye contact.  These skills  

include: 
· waiting their turn to speak  
· avoiding interrupting others 
· listening actively by responding and showing attentiveness 
· speaking clearly and coherently.  
According to Think Literacy Success, 2003, children need many opportunities to practise and 
develop these communication skills. 
So, let’s do our children a favour and get them talking and listening.   
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New theories of learning are pointing to the fundamental impact of oral language on 
student learning.  Talking with and listening to others about ideas and work is pivotal 
to learning.  Learning is a social process and the more opportunities students have for 
collaborative oral discussion, the more learning occurs. However, not all talking con-
tributes to productive learning.  
  
Purposeful classroom talk , according to Maria Nichols,  author  of Comprehension Through 
Conversation: The Power of Purposeful Talk in the Reading Workshop, “  is focused, collabo-
rative talk; it is a social process that requires students to actively engage with ideas, 
think out loud together, and work to a co-construction of those ideas”  (Nichols, 2006)   
However, creating classroom talk that promotes learning is a very demanding and chal-
lenging task for most teachers. Fortunately, there are strategies that we can use to inte-
grate purposeful talk into our classrooms.  It is important, though, that we start by 
building a classroom environment where students experience cooperation and a sense 
of belonging.                                       
 

Think Literacy Cross-Curricular Approaches, Grades 7—12 is a useful resource which 
contains an entire section that provides simple but powerful activities to help students 
develop and improve their oral communication skills as well as minimize anxiety lev-
els.  Teachers can structure a variety of daily oral activities from the tools suggested in 
this resource.  There are activities that allow pair work—” think-pair-share”  and “ take 
five”  where students can explain new concepts to each other.  Small group and whole 
class activities like “place mat,”  “ jigsaw,”   “ triangle debate,”  or “ four corners”  encour-
age students to develop critical thinking skills, to build positive relationships, and to 
participate actively in their learning.  Regardless of the 
activities teachers choose to incorporate, it is essential 
for students to be provided with a variety of daily op-
portunities for purposeful talk. 
 

Think Literacy resources can be downloaded from the 
Subject-Specific Literacy First Class conference site 
which is located in the Student Success folder under 
Secondary  Curriculum.  
 

Research about boys’  literacy suggests that boys in particular benefit from increased opportunities for oral communication.  Some 
boys are better able to demonstrate a greater extent of their knowledge through oral language because they are more proficient at 
articulating their understanding  than showing the extent of their learning through written tasks. In fact, they are more likely to be 
able to summarize or retell main ideas from a previous day’s lesson in a “ think-pair -share”   than they are to write a short para-
graph on the same topic (Raising Boys’  and Girls’  Achievement: Gender Differences, 2003).  
 

In addition, for all students, and boys in particular, using a “ think-pair -share”  activity introduces the idea of ‘wait or think’  time, 
which has been demonstrated to be a powerful factor in improving student responses to questions.  Most teachers and parents will 
attest to the fact that some boys tend to blurt out an answer before they even have a chance to reflect on it. Instructing students to 

take approximately 30 seconds to confer and  share with a partner prior to responding  
encourages purposeful talk and results in thoughtful reflection.  
 
 Me Read? No Way! A Practical Guide to Improving Boys’  Literacy Skills further rein-
forces the importance of appealing to boys’  need for social interaction.  Providing boys 
as well as girls the opportunity to share and talk through their ideas before writing them 
down goes a long way in helping students to understand concepts and in contributing  to 
their overall learning.  Oral language skills are strengthened when students, both boys 
and girls, interact with one another and engage in frequent, extended purposeful discus-
sions with adults and peers and listen and respond to stories read and told to them 
( Strickland and Shanahan, 2004). 
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The spoken word belongs half to him who speaks, and half to him who listens.     — French Proverb 
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