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Introduction

Imagine this: you have been invited to speak to an audience on a topic about which you are passionate. How does this make you feel? Does it fill you with dread, or spark just the right kind of motivation to start preparing your speech? Or imagine this: you have been asked to join a series of committee meetings, with people you do not know, to come up with a solution to an issue facing your local community. Again, do you feel daunted or enthusiastic? Do you know how to make such meetings productive and enjoyable? Your reaction to either scenario may be influenced by whether you are a shy or confident person. But how well you handle these situations in practice, and how well you feel you can do so, will be dependent on your spoken language skills.

In its routine, spontaneous forms, talk can seem rather insubstantial – something not to be pondered over, reconsidered, reviewed and analysed in the ways we might with written text. We sometimes compare it unfavourably to action – ‘It’s only words’, as the Bee Gees tell us. Yet talking is one of the main ways we relate to each other as human beings. Spoken language can solemnise a marriage or break someone’s heart; words can be used to declare war or offer peace; they can pronounce someone guilty or innocent. And whether or not someone is found guilty can be determined by what is said, and what listeners make of what they hear.

Until we learn to read and write with any facility, which may take our first nine or ten years, most of us are reliant on spoken language for expressing our thoughts and discovering what others think. It enables us to justify and explain who we are and what we do. Although the written word may become part of our work and social lives, we still want to talk, to keep conversations alive: we arrange a ‘catch up’ meeting with friends, we visit mum and dad, attend an interview, consult a doctor, take a meeting, discuss with a mechanic what’s wrong with our car.

In Chapter 1, I will trace how the emergence of language in our evolutionary history is bound up with our distinctively social intelligence. But spoken language is not hardwired. It is a toolkit: we have to learn how to use it in different ways, in different situations, to achieve many different things. We can build or destroy relationships, gain or lose opportunities, solve problems or compound them. And as with any toolkit, we need to become skilled in its use. In Chapter 2, I will discuss the crucial role parents, teachers and others responsible for caring for children can play in that education process. In Chapter 3, I will describe the full range of oracy skills. The language we use is an important component of our identity, as I show in Chapter 4. It is primarily through talking with others that we become part of a community and gain access to its culture.

At school, I learned how to calculate the area of a triangle, but not how to make a good speech, chair a meeting or work well in a team. Today, young people all over the world are taught how to read and write, and manipulate numbers, but the fact still remains that few are taught how to talk. And even fewer will be taught anything about talk – its nature and form, its cultural roots and how it differs from written language.

Throughout our lives, we will encounter people using talk to try to persuade, control and even deliberately mislead us – so it is vital that we understand how this can be done. In schools and universities, students are commonly encouraged to become critical readers: guidance is widely available on developing these skills. But students are rarely encouraged, or helped, to become critical listeners.

Of course, a good education should help young people develop a broad range of skills, and I would never suggest that learning maths is not important. Who knows what each of us will need as we progress in life? But the low priority given in most education systems to understanding and teaching spoken language is hard to justify. To steal a metaphor from the novelist E. M. Forster: for most of us, using spoken language is a public performance on the violin, in which you have to learn the instrument as you go along. This doesn’t have to be the case.

I have often asked a lecture theatre of new students who are enrolled on our course to become primary school teachers how many of them had any kind of talk tuition in school. If there are sixty there, then about ten will put their hands up – and they will invariably have gone to private schools. Yet, since the ancient Greeks, we’ve known how to teach the skills needed to speak well in public, as I will explain in Chapter 5.

By learning to speak and listen we acquire much more than an ability to share information: we become able to think creatively and constructively with others. Most significant human achievements have not been made by individuals; they have been achieved through collective thought and action. But, as history also tells us – and we all will know from personal experience – collective endeavour is not a foolproof process. We have to learn how to collaborate well – and in Chapter 6 I will explain what this involves. We do not need to discover how to do so by trial and error: we can be taught the relevant skills.

Tony Blair, who is famous for his oratory skills, once said his government’s priorities were ‘education, education, education’. Nowhere is the effective use of talk more important than in school. Talk makes classroom education happen; and how well it is used can make all the difference to the results. The best teachers use talk as a professional toolkit in the classroom, as I will describe in Chapter 7. Speaking and listening can also promote students’ learning and their individual development as thinkers and problem-solvers.

When people first encounter the concept of oracy, and discover that it concerns the development of spoken language skills, they often assume that it essentially means teaching public speaking. This is not so surprising, given that an ‘orator’ is a speech maker. ‘You want more debating in state schools,’ journalists say. While that would be a good idea, it is not the whole truth. I certainly want more young people to become effective communicators, but not just on a stage. I want them to learn how to collaborate in groups and meetings, and to become successful at using talk in many ways to get things done.

Andrew Wilkinson, professor of education at the University of Birmingham in the 1960s, invented the word ‘oracy’.1 He was one of the first to highlight the lack of attention given to spoken language in education policy and practice. Along with other pioneers like James Britton, Douglas Barnes, Joan Tough and Harold Rosen, he made it his mission to strive for change. Part of the challenge, he suggested, was that we lacked a clear and precise term, an equivalent to ‘literacy’ and ‘numeracy’. ‘Talk’ sounds rather inconsequential, and the only other option was to resort to clumsy phrases such as ‘oral communication skills’. So he came up with his new word. Wilkinson’s definition of oracy was straightforward: ‘the ability to use the oral skills of speaking and listening’.

Since then, other definitions have been proposed. One of the worst, I am ashamed to say, is associated with my own university. The Cambridge English Dictionary defines oracy as ‘the ability to speak clearly and grammatically correctly’. There is nothing there about listening or communicating, and apparently what matters most is that your grammar is perfect. Let’s leave that one behind. In contrast, the leading British oracy charity, Voice 21, has expanded Wilkinson’s definition: ‘oracy is the ability to articulate ideas, develop understanding and engage with others through spoken language’.2 The Commission on the Future of Oracy in England, which published its report in 2024, defined oracy as: ‘Articulating ideas, developing understanding and engaging with others through speaking, listening and communication.’3 The Commission added ‘communication’ to be inclusive and acknowledge the importance of non-verbal communication, as well as to avoid marginalising forms such as sign language. Sign language is a vital form of communication with its own international and regional varieties. I agree that its importance and richness deserve to be fully recognised, but the skills required for using it well are not oracy skills. We also communicate through the written word, through pictures, through dance and through music, none of which should be subsumed under oracy. Unless we set boundaries on a concept, I think it is difficult to bring it into focus. The definition my Oracy Cambridge colleagues have settled on is: ‘the ability to use the skills of speaking, listening and non-verbal communication for a wide range of purposes’.

I firmly believe that the development of oracy skills needs to be underpinned by an awareness and understanding of the nature of spoken language and how it functions in human life. For example, oracy education can help students understand why they, as a speaker, may experience or exercise prejudice when they interact with someone who speaks differently. To provide a suitable foundation for oracy education, we need to go beyond simple definitions, and think of oracy as having three aspects: ‘learning how to talk’, ‘learning through talk’ and ‘learning about talk’:

[image: ]

‘Learning how to talk’ is about becoming able to communicate effectively through spoken language. ‘Learning about talk’ means understanding language in its social, political and cultural context. The third aspect, ‘Learning through talk’, is how to use spoken language for teaching and learning. Combined, they represent vital components of what should be taught in schools: oracy as both a skill set and a curriculum subject.

‘The support, in 2024, of the Commission on the Future of Oracy in England for this three-aspect model was very welcome – as was its conclusion that oracy is just as foundational for children’s learning as reading, writing and arithmetic and so should be part of children’s educational entitlement throughout the school years. At the time of writing, the British government has set up a review of the national curriculum for England and Wales. My hope is that it will locate learning about talk firmly within the English curriculum. It is in English lessons that students already learn about the grammar, history and genres of written language, so it would make sense for them also to learn there about the structure, forms and uses of spoken language: how it is shaped by place and culture, and how it changes over time. ‘Learning how to talk’ would also naturally come under English, alongside other language skills involved in reading, writing and spelling. Some oracy skills, such as voice projection and pacing, are already often taught in drama lessons. As with literacy, oracy skills can also be developed through the teaching of other curriculum subjects. And ‘Learning through talk’ must be a cross-curricular concern. The effective use of spoken language, by both teachers and students, is essential for learning every subject, from maths, history and science to art and geography. For these reasons, all teachers should be oracy teachers.

It is largely forgotten that there was once a National Oracy Project, which ran from 1988 to 1993, and which involved most local education authorities in England and Wales. Many schools joined enthusiastically in pursuing its aims of making young people’s voices heard in the classroom, of celebrating oral activities such as storytelling and of sharing knowledge about diverse spoken language communities. However, a re-elected Conservative government saw oracy as a distraction from the important business of teaching what they considered ‘the basics’ – or the three R’s – and so the project’s achievements and legacy were dismissed. I was actively involved in that project, and although many of us continued to keep the oracy flame alight, we did so in a far less supportive political environment. For more than a decade, the term ‘oracy’ almost went out of use.

Things started to change around 2012 when School 21, the first state-funded school to provide regular oracy lessons, was established in east London4. Shortly afterwards, the Education Endowment Foundation funded the joint efforts of School 21 and the University of Cambridge to create the first ever representation of spoken language skills, the Oracy Skills Framework. In 2015, two organisations were set up with the express purpose of promoting oracy and providing the relevant professional development for teachers: Voice 21 and Oracy Cambridge. Once workshops became available and conferences were advertised, strong interest was immediately apparent. Other UK charities, such as the English-Speaking Union, the National Literacy Trust and Speech and Language UK, have also made oracy a more explicit part of their mission.

In the wider world, a group of Japanese teachers have set up an Oracy Japan collective, supported by Teikyo University. Schools in the Norwegian municipalities of Sandnes and Klepp are developing an oracy curriculum and training their teachers accordingly. The University of South Australia now collaborates with Oracy Cambridge, and our work has informed the new Kazakhstan school curriculum. Northeast Normal University, China, which is responsible for national teacher development policy, is creating resources for oracy. And in 2024, teachers of English from thirty-four countries came to a conference in Cambridge to find out how to develop their students’ oracy skills.

Policymakers are now recognising the importance of oracy too. The European Union hosted a ‘Speaking Citizens’ event on oracy in 2024. The Welsh government has added an oracy strand to its bilingual national curriculum, and Education Scotland has supported our recent oracy initiatives. The glaring anomaly was England’s Conservative government, which would not even sanction the official use of the term oracy. But as I write, the first Labour government for fourteen years has come into office, with an election promise from the new prime minister, Sir Keir Starmer: ‘Let’s raise the importance of speaking skills – “oracy” as academics call it. Because these skills are absolutely critical for our children’s future success … Labour in government will work to weave oracy through the curriculum at all stages, so that every young person leaves school with the confidence and skills to use their voice to overcome barriers and make the most of their lives.’5

There is increasing recognition, then, that being an effective communicator is an essential component of the ‘twenty-first-century skills’ that young people should gain from their education. But of course, there are still the detractors. In 2023, the TV presenter Jeremy Clarkson, an authority on fast cars and running a novelty farm, wrote in The Times that: ‘Teaching thick kids oracy is like teaching a tortoise how to make a coffee table and teaching bright kids how to speak is pointless as well, because they’re bright, so it comes naturally.’6 Clarkson has also boasted about failing his A levels, so I wonder which kind of kid he thinks he was. He was educated at Malvern College, an expensive public school. Such schools have fostered public-speaking and debating skills for years, while most state-funded schools in the UK have not. The conspiratorial explanation for why wealthy, right-wing provocateurs like Clarkson oppose oracy education is, of course, that they want to keep it just for the children of the upper middle classes. Make oracy education more widely available and anyone might feel they could become a TV presenter, a High Court judge or politician.

From a very different political perspective, the linguist Deborah Cameron has also criticised recent oracy initiatives.7 She has argued that they sustain a narrow and prejudicial definition of what constitutes ‘speaking well’. I recognise her concern that oracy could be hijacked by people who wish to impose an inappropriate and ill-informed conception of ‘correct English’. Those of us actively involved with oracy are acutely aware of such dangers – and I give them due attention in Chapter 4. It is important to challenge foolish imperatives such as ‘students should always speak to teachers in full sentences’, and reject the notion that young people should all be encouraged to sound like middle-class, southern English speakers. Prejudiced attitudes to ‘nonstandard’ varieties of English need to be opposed. Rather than bolstering misguided attempts to ‘police’ young people’s language, I believe that oracy education can contribute to the fight against discrimination and social disadvantage.

In fact, there is a long tradition of ‘grass roots’ oracy in Britain, linked to campaigns for universal suffrage, the establishment of unions and battles for gender equality.8 Such activities were common in British cities, towns and villages in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as working-class people developed their speaking and listening skills by setting up discussion groups, public recitations, classes, summer camps and drama clubs. There are organisations today that offer training in public speaking to less privileged young people.9 But in the wake of the decline of many such initiatives, it must be schools that take on the mantle.

Like any powerful notion which rises up the public agenda, oracy can be misunderstood and wilfully misrepresented. Oracy is not just about public oratory: it is about collaborating, actively listening, thinking collectively, teaching and learning. It is not about constraining young people’s use of language, or directing them along a single, restrictive, linguistic path. Oracy is about expanding and developing young people’s language repertoires, empowering them by giving them the skills to handle a whole range of communication situations. It is about helping them to appreciate how talk is used and to understand how it relates to social structures and attitudes. I want to convince you that oracy matters, and I hope this book gives you the ammunition to convince others too.
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