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APPG Oracy Inquiry: Speak for Change

Evidence from Dr Jessie Ricketts (Royal Holloway, University of London) and Dr Laura Shapiro
(Aston University)

It is important to consider oracy within the broader framework of language that includes other aspects of
spoken language (listening) and written language (reading, writing). Like writing, oracy involves
producing language, and complements listening and reading, where language is received so that it can be
understood. Promoting oracy is important in its own right, and also feeds into proficiency in other
aspects of language. Equally, other components of language play an important role in supporting oracy.
For example, reading provides exposure to complex words and grammatical constructions that are not
encountered in everyday conversations. We wholly support the call for more emphasis to be placed on
oracy in schools. However, it is important that any developments in support and instruction for oracy are
integrated with, and complement, existing literacy instruction.

Our research**focuses on vocabulary knowledge and reading as pupils progress through primary and
secondary school. Both vocabulary knowledge and reading will feed into oracy. Since words are the
building blocks of language, limited vocabulary knowledge will be a barrier to effective talk. Since
reading provides vital opportunities for language development, reading difficulties present a barrier to
oracy. In secondary school, demands on oracy are high, yet teachers report that they do not have the
knowledge and resources that they need to support oracy effectively. In what follows, we will detail key
findings and their implications for oracy in schools.

Key finding 1. Low vocabulary knowledge and reading skills present a barrier to oracy We cannot
assume that pupils in upper primary and secondary school have the vocabulary knowledge that they
need to support oracy. Our research shows very low levels of vocabulary and reading proficiency for a
small but significant number of children. This presents an enormous challenge for teachers in trying to
ensure that all pupils know and can use words while talking. Talking to teachers has shown that teachers
focus on supporting curriculum-specific words (tier 3 words like photosynthesis) and can overestimate
knowledge of other more everyday or general words (e.qg. tier 1 words like cat, tier 2 words like
compare). Further support and training would allow teachers to know more about the kinds of words
that their pupils might not know so that they can check knowledge and teach unknown words.



Key finding 2. Gaps in vocabulary knowledge and reading are persistent but not widening Our
research shows that vocabulary knowledge and reading are extremely variable. Though there are wide
gaps between the highest and lowest attainers, these gaps aren’t widening as pupils progress from
primary to secondary and through the first years of secondary school. Whilst it is good news that gaps
aren’t widening, there remains huge variation between pupils, presenting a significant challenge for
teachers who strive to support those with the greatest need, whist also promoting talk that is demanding
and stimulating for the most able.

Key finding 3. Progress is most rapid early in primary, although children continue to make

progress in upper primary and secondary

Pupils make significant progress in vocabulary and reading as they move from primary to secondary
school, and through the first years of secondary (Key Stages 2 and 3). However, progress is less rapid than
earlier in the school system (Early Years and Key Stage 1). The Early Years and Key Stage 1 curricula
emphasise support for the foundations of literacy and spoken language. However, this emphasis lessens
as you move up the school system. Our findings suggests that children would make greater progress with
more focus on supporting oracy, listening, reading and writing in Key Stages 2 and 3 (and beyond). In
addition, while it is not feasible to close the wide language gaps that exist, a combination of targeted and
classroom support could narrow gaps. Importantly, we must build on the Early Years and Key Stage 1
curriculum to ensure continuity across primary and secondary education.

In upper primary and secondary school, demands on language, including oracy, are high. Yet, teachers
report that they do not have the knowledge and resources that they need to support language effectively.
This includes not only oracy, but also knowledge and resources to support listening, reading and writing
as well. We must ensure that initial teacher education and continuing professional development build
capacity in language needs and language development. There is also a need for more evidence-informed
resources that provide practical strategies and tools for teachers. We must build on recent progress, like
changes to teacher knowledge and confidence through the Blackpool Key Stage 3 Literacy Project®and
the influence of Educational Endowment Foundation guidance reports on teacher training*.
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