SPEAKING OF WHICH …

Geoff Barton

It’s easy to take speaking & listening for granted. That’s not to say we don’t think it’s important. I know in my own classroom I spend most of my time with spoken activities. But in the eyes of my students that doesn’t count as real work. Instead they like to think they’ve hoodwinked Mr B into an hour’s idle chit-chat.

And given the pressures of set-texts, national curriculum, literacy frameworks and the like, it can be hard to find time to give talk greater status, or at least to bring to it the same kind of analytical focus we give to reading and writing.

What I mean is this: we’re becoming good at identifying the essential literacy skills our students need. Like regulars in a pub quiz, we can instinctively trot out a list of the various reading skills they ought to acquire – reading for meaning, scanning, predicting, reading beneath the surface, identifying bias … and so on.

We’re getting better at doing the same thing for writing – knowing how to set up writing tasks more effectively, teaching students to explore openings, suspense, ways of creating atmosphere, how to build character, how to use dialogue to move a story forward, and such like.

But with speaking and listening, it’s easy to think only in terms of group work, discussion and formal talks. These are contexts, rather than skills. Yet the English National Curriculum is very specific in its requirements.

Click here to read the speaking & listening requirements in National Curriculum for English

Take this one grouping:

Group discussion and interaction

3.
To participate effectively as members of different groups, pupils should be taught to:

a)
make different types of contributions to groups, adapting their speech to their listeners and the activity

b)
take different views into account and modify their own views in the light of what others say

c)
sift, summarise and use the most important points

d)
take different roles in the organisation, planning and sustaining of groups

e)
help the group to complete its tasks by varying contributions appropriately, clarifying and synthesising others' ideas, taking them forward and building on them to reach conclusions, negotiating consensus or agreeing to differ.

I’m interested in this aspect of spoken language because a fair bit of my time in school is spent strutting about in a suit playing the role of disciplinarian.  And the more you do this, the more you sense that part of the problem for students frequently in trouble is not always rudeness, arrogance, contempt or aggression. Often it’s a communication problem.

Students who answer back, or make inappropriate comments, or are perceived as insolent or surly are often using the wrong register. They are saying something to a member of staff in an inappropriate way because – in truth – they haven’t learnt the appropriate way.

This isn’t so far different from the student asked to write a newspaper article who says: “Yesterday I saw a big fire at the factory ….” He’s unfamiliar with the genre and misjudges the register.

So in setting up a newspaper assignment, I spend time talking about topic sentences, tone, use of the past tense, discourse markers, short paragraphs, subheadings, and other stylistic features of newspapers.

Shouldn’t it be the same for spoken contexts? Shouldn’t we be developing students’ understanding of ways of structuring talk, ways of responding to others, words and phrases that can help the listener to follow and argument?

This isn’t a soft ‘let’s empathise with the kids’ kind of approach. 

It’s as rigorous as wanting to teach the language features of a non-fiction genre. It’s about recognising that whilst our students inhabit a verbal universe – almost drowning in talk – that doesn’t mean that they know the conventions.

That’s why I’m experimenting in my own classroom with a kind of ‘speaking frame’, a framework for developing a clearer focus on how talk works. It’s early days, and I present the sample here as a prototype, but I’d be interested to hear how it works for you and, in particular, whether it helps students to develop their skills in speaking and listening.

The first frame shows students the kind of language they might use in a context. The accompanying empty grid might be used for them to monitor their own development.

Download the grid, customise it, and see how it works in class. I’ll do the same. The aim should be talk that is more focused and reflective, and students who are increasingly skilful in adapting language to a variety of spoken situations.

So long as there’s still some time for idle chit-chat.

