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What is oracy and why does it matter?

“For every child to find their 

voice, metaphorically and 

literally.”
Peter Hyman, School 21



“The human voice is a key instrument of embodied citizenship. While 
much has been written about the political voice as a metaphor, too 
little attention has been paid to the fully vibrating, subjectively 
invested voice through which citizens first announce their presence 
and articulate their claims on the world”

Prof. Stephen Coleman, How Voters Feel, 2013

“Political democracies need citizens who can argue reason, 

challenge, present cases and evaluate them. Democracies 

decline when citizens listen rather than talk, and when they 

comply rather than debate”

Prof. Robin Alexander



“Dialogue is important because it is the primary means for 

developing intelligence in the human species. It is through the 

capacity to verbalise that consciousness & understanding develop”

Fisher, 2007

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

or a means for controlling the exuberance of youth; it is the most 

important educational tool for guiding the development of 

understanding and for jointly constructing knowledge.” 

Mercer & Hodkinson, 2010



ORACY



1. Oracy is children’s capacity to use speech to express their thoughts and communicate 

with others as outlined in the four strands of the Oracy Framework. 

2. Teaching improves oracy and oracy improves teaching and learning. 

3. Effective oracy teaching and learning is purposeful, scaffolded and structured to 

deepen understanding and develop critical thinking.

4. Children and young people should become agile communicators who learn to navigate 

the expectations for oracy in different contexts through the provision of a wide and varied 

curriculum.

5. Oracy is the responsibility of every teacher and the entitlement of every child.

Voice 21 Charter



Oracy skills framework – an introduction

A skills framework is designed to organise teaching and 
learning, rather than to fully describe the phenomenon of 
speech. Some of its distinctions are artificial; it is not the 
whole story; like all tools, it will be improved as people use it. 

Cognitive The deliberate application of thought to what you’re saying

Linguistic Knowing which words and phrases to use, and using them

Physical Making yourself heard, using your voice and body as an 
instrument

Social & 
Emotional

Engaging with the people around you; knowing you have the 
right to speak

We have divided oracy skills into four categories:



Oracy skills framework – some games



“It’s Monday tomorrow”

sadangry excited

confusedworriednervous



Oracy skills framework – some games

Cognitive LinguisticSocial Physical



Oracy Skills 

Framework 

Physical Linguistic Cognitive Social & Emotional

• Fluency & pace of 

speech

• Tonal variation

• Clarity of pronunciation

• Voice projection 

• Gesture & posture

• Facial expression & eye 

contact 

Body language

Structure

• Structure & organisation of talk 

Vocabulary 

Language

Rhetorical techniques

• Appropriate vocabulary 

choice

• Register

• Grammar

• Rhetorical techniques 

such as metaphor, 

humour, irony & mimicry 

Content

Clarifying & summarising

Self-regulation 

Reasoning

• Choice of content to convey 

meaning & intention 

• Building on the views of others 

• Seeking information & 

clarification through 

questions

• Summarising

• Maintaining focus on task 

• Time management

• Giving reasons to support 

views 

• Critically examining ideas 

& views expressed 

Audience awareness

• Taking account of level of 

understanding of the audience 

Working with others

Listening & responding

Confidence in speaking

• Guiding or managing 

interactions 

• Turn-taking 

• Listening actively & 

responding appropriately 

• Self-assurance

• Liveliness & flair 

Voice 



Beyond talk: dialogue & deliberation

• Collectivity

• Reciprocity

• Support

• Culmination

• Purposefulness 

• Creating the conditions for dialogue 

• Exploring the terms of engagement

• Promoting openness

• Providing scaffolding & structure 

• Instigating interdependence

• Establishing purpose & meaning

Nurturing the process  



Valuing talk

• CPD for staff 



Developing discussion guidelines

Could you change 

that to …?
How about …?

It might work better if 

…
May I suggest …?





Talking points

“Talking points offers a strategy for stimulating speaking, listening, thinking 

and learning. Talking points are basically a list of thoughts- statements which 

may be factually accurate, contentious or downright wrong. They provide a 

focus for speaking and listening and a chance to find out what others think 

[…] Talking points are easy to make up, read and understand, but offer ways 

in to thinking more deeply about the subject under discussion.”

Lyn Dawes 



Concept cartoon: who do you agree with most?



Ranking

Rank these people as to who has most power?



Tip the Talk Balance @MissKyrk 19

Feeding in facts & alternative views





Silent summariser:

• Discussion is a waste of time with a badly behaved class. 

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

A B

I agree/disagree because …

Linking to that …

I disagree with you 

because…

C

Summariser: 

The main points you raised 

were…



Protocols 

What are the main barriers stopping 
teachers from using talk and how can 
they be overcome? 



Promoting interdependence



24

Harkness





Speaking skills 

are caught not 

taught





To challenge or disagree 
politely:

- I’m not sure I agree with you 
because …

-Whilst I understand your point, I 
think that … 

I’m not sure about that point, 
could it be instead …

To agree and develop:

- I agree with X. I think there is 
more evidence if you look at this 

page …

- I think that’s a really valid point, 
but I wonder if we can take it 

further …

To encourage people to 
expand:

- That’s an interesting point, 
could you explain why you think 

that …?

- Do you have a quote or source 
that supports that interpretation?

- Is there more evidence to back 
up this point?

To instigate a different line of 
discussion:

- We haven’t yet talked about X, I 
was wondering what peoples’ 

thoughts were on this?

- Could we spend a bit of time 
discussing X?

- Let’s move on and talk about …

To summarise:

- If I’ve understood you correctly, 
your argument is that …

- So far it seems we agree that 
… 

- So far we have discussed X 
and Y and decided … 

- It appears from the text that …

Instructions for Harkness:

- Step up, step back

- Share the air

- Thumbs in if you wish to speak

- Self-regulating

- Our aim is to collectively 
establish ideas, NOT to win your 

point. We are constructing 
knowledge together.

Harkness discussion: Speaking skills are caught not taught





https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xZEcn261LsDhN4Sp5HPVTpg7al-oHMQ7/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xZEcn261LsDhN4Sp5HPVTpg7al-oHMQ7/view




Ranking

Rank these people as to who has most power?

Use your talking roles!



Making it visible







How can you build a whole school culture of talk?

1. You have two minutes, on your own and in 

silence, to write down all your possible ideas 

around the outside of the consensus circle



How can you build a whole school culture of talk?

1. You have two minutes, on your own and in 

silence, to write down all your possible ideas 

around the outside of the consensus circle



2. As a group, you now have 10 minutes to come to 

consensus on the five most important elements and 

write these into your consensus circle

How can you build a whole school culture of talk?



3. Rank your ideas in the middle from one to five. You 

have three minutes.

How can you build a whole school culture of talk?



Talk detectives



Feedback

Physical Linguistic Cognitive Social & Emotional

• Fluency & pace of 

speech

• Tonal variation

• Clarity of pronunciation

• Voice projection 

• Gesture & posture

• Facial expression & eye 

contact 

Body language

Structure

• Structure & organisation of talk 

Vocabulary 

Language

Rhetorical techniques

• Appropriate vocabulary 

choice

• Register

• Grammar

• Rhetorical techniques 

such as metaphor, 

humour, irony & mimicry 

Content

Clarifying & summarising

Self-regulation 

Reasoning

• Choice of content to convey 

meaning & intention 

• Building on the views of others 

• Seeking information & 

clarification through 

questions

• Summarising

• Maintaining focus on task 

• Time management

• Giving reasons to support 

views 

• Critically examining ideas 

& views expressed 

Audience awareness

• Taking account of level of 

understanding of the audience 

Working with others

Listening & responding

Confidence in speaking

• Guiding or managing 

interactions 

• Turn-taking 

• Listening actively & 

responding appropriately 

• Self-assurance

• Liveliness & flair 

Voice 



Weaving oracy into the DNA of the school
• ‘Story of Learning’ parents’ evenings

• Tour guides/personal testimony

• Project Based Learning – exhibitions and authentic audiences

• Coaching

• Whole school events – Spark and Ignite Speeches

• Real World Learning



What does Voice 21 do?

Key findings:

• Majority of teachers (68%) and head teachers (84%) view 
oracy as a ‘very important’ skill for their students. 

• 57% of teachers say they have not received any training on 
oracy in the last three years, and 53% would not know where 
to look for more information if they wanted it.

We are working to equip teachers with the skills they need 

to ensure all young people have access to a high quality 

oracy education:

• Oracy Leaders Programme in partnership with Cambridge 
University – national flagship and in regions

• Voice 21 Partner Schools 

• Area-wide approaches, e.g. Voice Bradford

• Free resources: www.voice21.org



‘A strong focus on oracy, the ability to talk fluently and 

accurately and express ideas, develops pupils’ confidence, 

self-esteem and communication skills. It also strengthens the 

quality of teaching. 

This makes a significant contribution to the high standards 

that all pupils achieve. 

Pupils in Reception and Year 1 talked to inspectors fluently 

and expressively about their learning. Pupils in Years 7 and 8 

talk and discuss with a maturity and confidence that is 

remarkable for their age.’

School 21, Ofsted 2014



• Step up as an Oracy Leader
• Join a Oracy Development 

Programme
• Become a Partner School
• Lead a Voice Area 
• Be part of the movement! 

@voice21oracy

Voice21.org

Beccy@voice21.org


