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1

INTRODUCTION

How do you teach listening and speaking?

There are two ways to approach this question. The first is in 

a global, impersonal sense. The focus is procedure. Think of it as 

similar to questions such as “How do you copy a paragraph in a MS 

Word document?” and “How do you find a common denominator?” 

Many of us could quickly rattle off the process for finding a com-

mon denominator, but how many of us are prepared to describe the 

process for building strong oral communication? How do you teach 

listening and speaking?

My sense is that when many teachers consider the question, 

their first thought is, “Well, you really don’t have to. Speaking? My 

kids are always talking! And teaching listening? We are always doing 

that—always reminding them to sit still and be quiet.” But is this 

true? Are all of our students well spoken? Have they all mastered lis-

tening to each other, entertaining diverse points of view, evaluating 

evidence and supporting arguments, collaborating with others, and 

analyzing the media they are exposed to daily? Do they all commu-

nicate effectively in conversations, discussions, and presentations? 

Obviously not. Listening and speaking are skills, and like all skills, 

they can be improved with deliberate instruction and purposeful 

practice.
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2   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

The second way to respond to the question is personal: How do 

you teach listening and speaking? What do you do in your classroom 

to help students learn to listen and speak effectively?

Imagine you are in a faculty meeting, and your administrator 

stands up and explains that the school will be launching a listening 

and speaking skills initiative in line with new standards. “As part of 

your assessment this year,” your administrator says, “I will look for 

specific lessons that teach to the listening and speaking standards.”

Be honest, now: How prepared would you be?

If the new initiative had focused on writing standards, you’d 

probably be in good shape, especially if you teach elementary 

school or language arts. In those contexts, every teacher teaches 

writing and knows that there’s more to “writing instruction” than 

“make students write.” It’s necessary to prepare specific lessons 

that teach students how to be better writers—lessons that break 

the skill of writing well into subcomponents. There are lessons 

and worksheets about capitalization, punctuation, and sentence 

structure. Students complete practice exercises focused on topic 

sentences and supporting details, good word choice, and effective 

organization.

Yet when the topic turns to listening and speaking, how many of 

us can break oral communication skills into subcomponents? How 

many of us can point to specific lessons? Yes, we incorporate oral 

activities into our instruction. Our students listen to lectures, expla-

nations, and material read aloud. They ask questions, speak in small 

groups, and present reports on various topics. But just as making 

students write a lot doesn’t automatically make them good writers, 

making students listen a lot does not automatically make them good 

listeners. And occasionally making them speak in front of the class 

does not automatically make them good speakers.

Challenging Current Practice

When I ask teachers at workshops how they teach speaking, these 

are the kinds of answers I get:
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Introduction  •   3

Our 7th grade students do a history project, and they have to 
dress up like a historical figure and do a seven-minute presenta-
tion in front of the class and parents. Other students listen and 
give feedback.

We record a podcast about our favorite activities and post it on the 
class wiki where students can post comments.

Students have a weekly Share Time, and they take turns talking 
about the item they bring in. The class asks questions.

I do “Ignite” presentations about our project-based learning topics.

After the poetry unit, we have a “Poetry Café,” and each student 
memorizes and presents a poem to the class. The students vote 
on the best poem.

The students take turns doing “Science in the News,” an oral report 
about scientific events that are making headlines. I have students 
discuss the events.

What you see here is a nice sampling of the kinds of listening 

and speaking activities that go on, formally and informally, at all 

grade levels and in all subjects. However, none of these responses 

actually answers the question I asked: “How do you teach listening 

and speaking?” These teachers do not distinguish oral communica-

tion activities from oral communication instruction. It’s a very com-

mon mistake—and one that must be challenged. To the Poetry Café 

teacher, I might say the following:

Yes, you require every student to recite a poem and require the 
class to listen, but do you teach specific lessons first? For instance, 
poetry will only come alive if the poems are well delivered. Do you 
have lessons about vocal inflection, what it is, how it affects mean-
ing, and how it sustains interest? Do you make it clear to students 
that the speaker must add life to the words and the audience must 
listen for it? Do you have lessons focused on pacing, pausing, and 
adjusting speed for effect so that your students will be able to use 
each of these techniques to enrich their presentation? Do you ask 
listeners to be aware of the techniques used?

I might challenge the “Science in the News” teacher who assigns 

this way:

How do you prepare your students for these oral reports? Do you 
have lessons on eliminating “like,” “ya know,” and similar phrases? 
Do you have lessons on effective volume and pronunciation to 
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4   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

ensure that every word is heard? How do you prepare your stu-
dents to discuss these news stories? Do you teach them to ask 
questions for elaboration? Do you teach them to analyze and evalu-
ate the speaker’s motives—to ask, for example, why the speaker 
chose this article, “Hottest July in History,” as newsworthy and not 
some other topic?

In all likelihood, few students assigned to recite a poem receive 

the kind of lessons I’ve described, and few students discussing 

content-area topics, current events, and project work get the sort 

of guidance I have mentioned. Although their teachers might make 

comments on such matters after the presentations, only a very 

small number offer direct instruction before. I know that for part of 

my teaching career, the answer to “How do you teach listening and 

speaking?” was “Well, I guess I really don’t.” I suspect the same is 

true for many other teachers. And it might be true for you.

This book is designed to change that—and to help you answer 

the “How do you teach listening and speaking?” question in both 

the general and the personal sense. Together, we will look at the 

importance of listening and speaking skills—whether for conversing 

one-to-one, engaging in a small-group discussion, participating in a 

meeting or webinar, delivering or consuming a podcast, making a 

major presentation, or learning online—and consider specific ways 

that you might teach listening and speaking.

Listening and Speaking: “Core” Skills

So why this focus on listening and speaking? Why now?

The immediate impetus may be the Common Core State 

Standards. As I write this, most U.S. states have adopted the stan-

dards, and the Common Core’s set of English language arts and 

literacy (ELA) standards include “Speaking and Listening” as one 

of four content strands, alongside reading, writing, and language 

(grammar and usage). I will talk much more about the standards 

in later chapters. And I will say outright that I am happy that after 

decades of oral communication being an afterthought (if not ignored 

completely), it is getting attention.

Advance Uncorrected Copy --- Not for distribution



Introduction  •   5

I have structured this book to align with the six Common Core 

anchor standards for speaking and listening. Although I am aware 

that the Common Core may one day disappear and be replaced by a 

newer educational initiative, I believe the concepts these standards 

address—skills that all parents would see as appropriate and neces-

sary for their child to learn—have enduring value and are a sound 

foundation for oral communication instruction.

Consider too, that the Common Core State Standards reflect 

the movement toward improved college and career readiness. Ask 

yourself, what skills are most useful in the world beyond our K–12 

classrooms? What will our graduates be doing, and what must they 

all be able to do successfully, no matter what field they are in? I 

would argue that the answer is communicate. And what does com-

municating in the workplace entail? Take a look at these numbers 

(Worth, 2004, p. 3):

How We Spend Our Communication Time

Writing:    9%

Reading:   16%

Talking:   30%

Listening:   45%

As adults on the job, we devote fully three-fourths of our com-

munication to listening and speaking. I believe that alone is justifica-

tion for increasing efforts to prepare students to listen and speak 

well, but I will offer additional justification as we explore these skills.

Changing Our Teaching

As I said, few of us have a firm idea of how to teach listening and 

speaking. This is not surprising. Our teacher preparation included 

classes about how to teach writing, reading, math, and science. We 

took classes on discipline and classroom control and on how to 

work with diverse learners and learners with special needs. In our 

teaching practice, we have professional development focused on 

differentiation, RTI, bully proofing, and using technology. Is there 
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6   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

anything about how to teach oral communication skills, either in 

pre-service or in-service training? No.

Successfully teaching listening and speaking is a matter of both 

rethinking what we do and redefining our expectations of students. 

For example:

• Parroting back information does not signify good listening or 

good speaking.

• Quietly waiting for the chance to give an opinion without con-

sidering what anyone else is saying is not acceptable.

• Watching hours of video without being able to critique the 

techniques used to produce the video is problematic.

• One-way presentations in which a teacher or student talks at 

the class without the class thinking about and analyzing the presen-

tation should not be allowed.

• Assigning speeches before students have learned the specific 

skills needed to give a good speech is unfair.

• Making podcasts without having first honed the communica-

tion skills involved and then posting the resultant poor speaking on 

the class webpage or YouTube is an embarrassment.

In short, this book is about taking something we all “sort of” 

address and making our instruction much more purposeful, directed, 

and specific. I will examine the expectations in the Common Core’s 

speaking and listening standards and suggest ways to help students 

meet these standards. They are more wide-ranging than the words 

listening and speaking suggest and, again, they would have broad 

value even if there were no such thing as the standards movement. 

While some teachers may be masters at fostering the targeted, 

standards-based skills—collaborative discussion, evidence-based 

argumentation, valid reasoning, and so on—for many, teaching this 

content presents new challenges. For them, I offer activities associ-

ated with each skill, targeted to a variety of grade levels.

Finally, this book is intended to motivate you. As the examples 

in the chapters ahead illustrate, speaking and listening skills cross 

all content areas, and they are tied to long-term student success. 

For a long time now, instruction has focused heavily on the subjects 
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addressed in state-mandated tests, and because listening and 

speaking were left off “the Big Test,” they have not received the 

instructional emphasis they deserve. That has to change, and it 

is changing—due to new standards focused on college and career 

readiness and the reality of 21st century communication. It’s time 

to teach listening and speaking. Let’s get started.
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1
THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL  

SKILLS FOR SUCCESS

The cliché is that if you asked a fish about water, the fish would 

reply, “What’s water?” Completely surrounded it, the fish doesn’t 

even recognize water as a separate entity and certainly doesn’t real-

ize water’s importance.

This is how it is with listening and speaking. They are so deeply 

embedded in so many aspects of our lives that most of us don’t 

think about them much. Like the fish with water, we take listening 

and speaking for granted. It’s time to change that—to bring listening 

and speaking to the forefront of educators’ minds and to purpose-

fully teach the listening and speaking skills that are the foundation 

of so much of human interaction.

This is probably the right time to mention that, yes, I prefer 

the phrase “listening and speaking” to the “speaking and listening” 

that’s more common in English language arts (ELA) standards and 

discussions of those standards. And the reason I turn the phrase 

around is to emphasize that in life and in all learning, listening is the 

predominant language art.

Advance Uncorrected Copy --- Not for distribution



10   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

Listening Comes First

How do infants learn? What is their first exposure to language? 

Listening. We all listened before we spoke and well before we 

read or wrote. Even our most visual and kinesthetic students have 

a learning history that began with listening. Appendix A to the 

Common Core ELA standards examines the crucial connection 

between listening and learning. One of the references is to a study 

by Sticht and James, who “found evidence strongly suggesting that 

children’s listening comprehension outpaces reading comprehen-

sion until the middle school years” (Common Core State Standards 

Initiative [CCSSI], 2010b, p. 26). In other words, all of us were audi-

tory learners once, and all of our young students will gain more from 

listening than from any other input.

Even after reading comprehension catches up and students 

are able to effectively get information from print, they still take in a 

tremendous amount of information from listening—to their teach-

ers, of course, but also to one another and to speech delivered via 

various electronic media. The International Listening Association 

claims that 85 percent of a student’s learning is derived from listen-

ing (Mackay, 2005). It would be a challenge to find a teacher who 

doesn’t believe that we can improve student learning by teaching 

them to listen well.

Listening + Speech = Classroom Communication

If listening is the primary way that students take in information, it 

makes sense to pay close attention to what they’re listening to. In 

the classroom, it’s most likely to be spoken language—lectures, 

certainly, but also process explanations, project instructions, one-

on-one conferences, presentations given by classmates, and discus-

sions in groups. Education is fundamentally and unquestionably 

grounded in oral communication.

Studies reveal that students spend 50 to 75 percent of class-

room time listening to teachers, other students, and audio media 

(Bass, 2005). Teachers lecture, explain, and cajole. We answer 
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questions, present, and lead discussions. Most of our important 

directions, announcements, and explanations are oral. Given that 

so much teacher time is spent speaking, it would be wise to figure 

out how to do it well. And when the teacher is not talking, students 

still spend time listening—to other students as they present, to 

videos shown, to each other as they work together. You have heard 

many student discussion comments and probably hundreds of 

student presentations. How many were impressive? Would learning 

improve in your classrooms if those comments and presentations 

were well spoken?

Oral language dominates even outside of traditional instruc-

tional approaches. Some might point to the flipped classroom as 

an exception, but this model doesn’t reduce the amount of listen-

ing students do; it just moves listening to the home. In fact, flipped 

instruction absolutely requires that the teacher command impres-

sive oral communication skills. It is difficult to make a riveting pre-

sentation for a 10-inch screen. Requiring students to watch much of 

what teachers are currently putting out there amounts to cruel and 

unusual punishment (Palmer, 2012).

It’s no different with online instruction. In my state, Colorado, a 

student in a rural high school who would otherwise not have access 

to AP Physics can now link up to an AP Physics classroom hundreds 

of miles away. But in order to do well in this environment, the online 

learner needs strong independent listening and media literacy skills, 

and she needs her faraway AP Physics teacher to have strong speak-

ing and media presentation skills.

With so much of learning based on listening, we have to make 

sure that both the listeners and the speakers being listened to are 

competent. Let me be clear: I don’t want my emphasis on listening 

and speaking as the core skills of language arts to devalue the work 

of reading teachers or discourage the teaching of writing. We and 

our students certainly read and write to learn, and we must make 

our students competent readers and writers. But think about how 

we teach reading and writing. Think about how much listening 

and speaking is involved. The water is everywhere, and everything 

depends upon it.
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12   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

Now let’s get more specific and look at the crucial roles listening 

and speaking play across content areas.

Listening and Speaking in Classroom Discussion

Every class has discussions. I think it’s because, intuitively, we are 

aware that discussions enhance understanding. As students ver-

balize and listen to others, they can gain insights and learn more 

about the subject under discussion, whether it’s a poem, a function 

in calculus, a tectonic plate in geography, or an amendment to the 

Constitution.

There is an established connection between discussions and 

academic achievement. In one study, inserting a 10-minute discus-

sion of a story during a 90-minute language arts class had a signifi-

cant impact on students’ performance, improving their grasp of the 

story’s basic facts, of the characters’ feelings and motives, and of 

the story’s overall meaning (Fall Webb, & Chudowsky, 1997). When 

students discuss, they are more likely to retain the information and 

be able to retrieve it later (Hammond & Nessel, 2011). Discussions 

also improve intellectual agility and help develop skills of synthesis 

and integration (Brookfield & Preskill, 1999). All the benefits of dis-

cussion are enhanced when the discussion participants are skilled 

speakers and listeners.

Speaking and Listening in Reading Instruction

When I started teaching, my teammates told me that they all 

required one traditional, stand-up-and-speak book report every 

quarter. I was quite sure they meant that I should be doing the same, 

so that’s what I did. It was only after many, many boring student 

book report talks that I started to wonder what the point of this 

assignment was. Was it to see if my students understood the books 

they read? If that’s what I really wanted to find out, I could just ask 

them to tell me about the book in writing or in a personal confer-

ence. Was the goal to “scare” students into reading? “You’d better 
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read, because otherwise you will look foolish when you have to give 

a talk in front of the whole class.” No, that wasn’t it. (And if it had 

been, I would’ve needed to rethink my ideas about student motiva-

tion.) Was I hoping these talks would inspire other students to read 

the books their classmates described? That was closer to what I 

had in mind. But apparently I needed to teach my students to speak 

about these books in a way that could inspire, because I wasn’t see-

ing anybody sprinting to the library at the end of class. Actually, if 

the assignment really was about oral presentation, shouldn’t I be 

giving my students instruction on how to present well? Why was I 

just assuming they all knew what to do?

Why do teachers assign oral book reports? I am surprised at 

how often I get quizzical looks when I ask this question. First, yes, we 

want to encourage reading. Students get better at something when 

they have more opportunities to practice it, and requiring one book 

report a quarter provides regular reading practice. Book reports 

also prompt readers to think critically about what they are reading 

in order to present the main character’s traits and how she changed 

during the book, to describe the plot points and climax, to discuss 

the themes, and so on. But students could demonstrate this kind of 

critical thinking in other ways. Implicit in assigning book reports, 

then, is that we want to involve both the presenter and the listeners 

in this critical thinking. We want to encourage both the presenter 

and the listeners to read this book and other books. That means the 

speaker has to have strong presentation skills. And that means we 

need to teach those skills.

Oral book reports were not the only listening and speaking 

practices incorporated into my reading instruction. I read aloud to 

students, another familiar and seldom-questioned feature of many 

classrooms. The rationale for this one is easier to convey. We read 

aloud to demonstrate the enjoyment of reading but also to expose 

our students to language and to ways of using language that they 

would not otherwise encounter. Well-chosen stories are a way to 

introduce new words and their proper pronunciation in an engaging, 

memorable context. Himmele and Himmele (2012) put it this way:
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14   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

In addition to getting kids hooked on books, narrative read-alouds 
are an effortless way to help students acquire the academic 
language they will need to comprehend informational texts . . . 
research has shown a strong positive correlation between read-
aloud experiences and vocabulary development. (¶4–5)

Certainly another benefit of reading aloud is that it shows stu-

dents how words on a page (or screen) can come to life and become 

something meaningful and valuable. When a teacher models good 

reading, complete with inflection, gestures, and explanations, indi-

vidual words combine to form a big picture and become a way to 

learn about other people and places—a doorway to adventure and 

understanding. In this data-driven era, we don’t measure the value of 

instilling a love of literature in children, but the value is still there. 

Many struggling readers have been inspired to continue the struggle 

because some oral presentation made a story come alive. This only 

happens if the material is read well and if the students are listening 

well.

Why do we have students read aloud? The usual answer that 

we want to help them improve their reading fluency. Beginning 

readers are “word bound,” focused on making sense of letters and 

letter combinations. At some point, they achieve fluency, meaning 

that the struggle to sound out words transitions to making sense 

of word combinations and getting meaning from print. Advanced 

readers move beyond fluency and begin to understand prosody, 

the rhythm and inflection in the writing. Orthographic clues such as 

italics, exclamation points, and bold print give readers suggestions 

about what the passage is supposed to sound like. But fluency and 

prosody in reading make no sense to children if there is no fluency 

or inflection in their speaking. How can students make their reading 

come alive if they have never been taught how to make their voice 

come alive? Until we teach oral language, we risk embarrassing stu-

dent readers and boring student listeners.

Let’s look at one more common feature of reading instruction: 

reader’s theater. Why do we use it? Erika, an 8th grade language arts 

teacher in Denver, offers this explanation in a video she made for the 

online book Digitally Speaking:
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It helps the students see that literature can come alive. Using your 
voice to portray the actors and the characters helps the students 
see that it’s not just boring words on a page. It’s exciting informa-
tion that can relate to what they are doing today. Practicing speak-
ing skills is really important so that when we do reader’s theater, 
the student can really get into the part of the character. . . . It’s about 
using your voice and using life in your voice to bring the characters 
to life and to further understand why the characters think what 
they think or do what they do or say what they say. (Palmer, 2012).

It is easier to comprehend text when we practice it and speak it; 

it is easier to comprehend character motivation when we “become” 

the character and interact with other characters. What Erika points 

out is that successful reader’s theater depends on successful speak-

ing skills.

Listening and Speaking in Writing Instruction

Sharon teaches 5th grade language arts. Like many English teach-

ers, she frequently gives her students prompts that they respond 

to, in writing, in their journals. Afterward, she draws from the deck 

of student name-cards and asks individual students to share some-

thing they have written. They can share any piece of the writing they 

choose, and they can choose the selection for any reason. Other 

students are encouraged to chime in with comments. Step inside the 

classroom, and this is what you might hear:

Jamal: I like how I described something my sister said, 

because it’s funny: “If you wasn’t faster, he’d a done some 

damage.”

Sharon (the teacher): I like the way you captured the way 

people really speak sometimes, Jamal. You have a good ear. 

What did others think?

Kim: Don’t you have to write it better? That’s bad English, 

isn’t it?

Sharon: Well, it’s not formal English, but sometimes we 

don’t speak formal English. If you are quoting someone, you 
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16   •   Teaching the Core Skills of Listening and Speaking

should record exactly what they say. How would you make 

it formal English if you wanted to?

Andre: I’d say, “If you weren’t faster, he would of done some 

damage.”

Sharon: “He would of done some damage?”

Melissa: Have! He would have done some damage!

Sharon has students listen to their classmates’ writing as an 

opening to instruction, and she uses shared writing as a way to 

inspire students to improve, like so:

Herschel: I want to share this one part—“The cat was curled 

up and cozy just catching a few Zs.” I wrote it like that 

because you told us to try alliteration.

Sharon: “Curled up and cozy!” That really works, doesn’t it? 

Who has cats? Can’t you just picture that? Very nice.

Herschel gets validated as a writer, and other students see an effec-

tive application of a concept presented in class. Sharon encourages 

students to “steal from one another and use others’ good ideas.” 

(The plagiarism lecture comes later—right now she wants students 

to copy good models.)

This is one way that teachers use listening and speaking in writ-

ing instruction. Peer conferences are another. As a student speaks 

his written words, he can often discover a mistake: a left-out word, 

an awkward phrase, a wrong-sounding verb tense, and so on. As 

the peer listens, she can notice those places where the writing is 

unclear or lacks detail. If she gives good comments, the writer gains 

information that can support better self-assessment and better writ-

ing in the future.

There is an obvious connection between writing and oral pre-

sentation. Skills overlap. A person writing an essay and a person 

writing a speech both need to identify the audience and craft a 

message for that audience. They both need to define a purpose, 

add interesting and relevant content, organize that content and use 
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transitions, and craft a powerful conclusion. Oral assignments give 

us opportunities to reinforce what we teach in written assignments.

There is a side benefit as well: speaking assignments can encour-

age students to write. We have all heard that one of the most preva-

lent fears people have is a fear of public speaking. What we usually 

miss is that there are some people who love speaking. Some of your 

students hate writing, but when given an opportunity to talk, they 

will enthusiastically write to prepare for the activity they feel com-

fortable doing (Palmer, 2012). For these students, oral assignments 

become a way to get written language assignments without a battle. 

When the writing will lead to a podcast posted on the class wiki page 

rather than just another paper to hand to the teacher, their engage-

ment increases exponentially.

Listening and Speaking in Presentations

In math class, a student goes to the board to explain a solution to 

a problem. In science, lab partners explain their lab results to the 

entire class. In social studies, students do a newscast on a current 

political campaign. In health class, a team reports on smoking and 

its health effects. In French class, a student talks about the custom-

ary foods of France. In every subject, at some point we call upon 

students to convey information orally.

My experience is that those presentations are tolerated by 

classmates, and the general mediocrity of these presentations is 

tolerated by teachers. Although learning to tolerate mediocrity 

may be a life skill we (unfortunately) need to develop, this is not 

likely the goal teachers have in mind for these assignments. What 

they want is for these presentations to impart useful information, 

to further understanding, and to engage the whole class. If students 

possess effective listening and speaking skills, these aims are well 

within reach.

Early in my teaching career, my father gave me a copy of Writing 

to Learn by William Zinsser. I have always used writing as way to 

learn: if I write something down, the act of writing seems to help 
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me remember. Zinsser makes a bigger claim, though—that informa-

tion that is difficult to grasp becomes understandable through the 

process of writing. As the writer is forced to condense material into 

clear, logical, and accurate sentences, that material becomes part 

of the writer’s knowledge. As Zinsser puts it, “The hard part isn’t 

the writing; the hard part is the thinking” (1988, p. 56). It’s a strong 

argument for writing across the curriculum. Writing in English class 

may be about creating effective topic sentences, but in other classes 

it is about making the content personally meaningful. Presenting 

orally requires the same kind of thinking that writing does. The act 

of creating a presentation helps the presenter, who gains a deeper 

understanding of the material. The learning sticks. No matter the 

content area, presenting-to-learn is an important strategy.

Listening and Speaking as 21st Century Skills

Years ago, I heard a speaker say that my students could expect to 

spend half of their time on the job reading in order to keep up with 

the continual changes affecting the other half of their jobs. I believe 

that statement can be updated: when our students enter the work-

force, they will be spending half of their time listening—to videos, 

webinars, and video conferences. This won’t be the case only in high 

tech or professional careers, either. When I last got my hair cut, the 

stylist told me she had just finished a session of mandatory webinar 

training. In short, many of our students will find that professional 

success depends on having good listening skills.

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, a national U.S.–based 

advocacy group focused on technology infusion in education, 

stresses that students must be proficient communicators, creators, 

critical thinkers, and collaborators. When we consider the digital 

tools created in the past 20 years, the demand for these “Four Cs” 

makes perfect sense. Podcasts, videos, webinars, FaceTime, and 

video conferences make it easy to collaborate, and communication 

skills are necessary to make that collaboration work.

The rise of online video presents a particularly powerful argu-

ment for the importance of oral communication. Chris Anderson, 
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curator of the popular online TED talks, notes that the ease of mak-

ing videos translates into easier transmission of information. Rather 

than trying to write about a procedure, for example, we can simply 

record video and let the viewer hear and see the procedure. As a 

result, writing is increasingly giving way to telling and to showing. 

Here’s Anderson:

I believe that the arrival of free online video may turn out to be 
just as significant a media development as the arrival of print. It is 
creating new global communities, granting their members both the 
means and the motivation to step up their skills and broaden their 
imaginations. It is unleashing an unprecedented wave of innova-
tion in thousands of different disciplines: some trivial, some niche 
in the extreme, some central to solving humanity’s problems. In 
short, it is boosting the net sum of global talent. (2010, ¶10)

Anderson has noticed that the motivation to step up skills 

extends to oral communication skills. When people see his TED 

talks online and listen to the expert speakers, they realize the need 

to become better speakers themselves. In other words, TED talks 

not only demonstrate how much good speakers can teach us via 

presentation, they also demonstrate the importance of effective oral 

language. Listeners are inspired by the innovative ideas in the talks, 

and they are also inspired to work on presenting their own ideas 

more effectively. And of course, the crowd-accelerated innovation 

Anderson talks about only occurs when listeners are effective at 

grasping the ideas and advancing them.

Listening and Speaking in Language Acquisition

How did we learn our native language? Immersion. Long before we 

received any formal instruction, we picked up our language first by 

hearing it spoken in natural and meaningful contexts and then by 

trying to use it ourselves (Weaver, 1980). In the same way, school-

age children acquiring a new language need to experience how 

that language works, which involves understanding the intercon-

nection among listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Language 

proficiency increases when we teach strategies that develop these 
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interconnections (Shaw, 2008). We learned our first language by 

interacting with others, and to learn a new language, students need 

opportunities to use that language in meaningful interactions with 

others (Shrum & Glisan, 2000). Those interactions are primarily 

verbal.

Recall that vocabulary acquisition is one of the skills promoted 

by reading aloud. We find a similar situation in second-language 

instruction. Students participating in a textbook dialog exercise 

have a better chance of retaining new vocabulary words if they 

and their peers deliver the dialog well. The way words are spoken 

gives clues about their meaning. Proper inflection can reinforce that 

meaning. To do this presupposes that the students speak well in 

their native language. Dialog containing “It is hilarious!” will likely 

not be delivered well if the native language phrase “Que era de 

risa!” is not delivered well. By developing speaking skill in the first 

language, then, we can support second-language acquisition. When 

oral communication skills are strong, dialogue comes alive, reten-

tion is improved, the patterns of the target language are more easily 

detected, and interest and engagement are increased.

Listening and Speaking in Instruction  
for Students with Disabilities

Consider these sobering statistics from the National Council on 

Disability (2004): more than 40 percent of U.S. secondary-age stu-

dents with disabilities do not attain a high school diploma at the 

end of high school, and dropout rates for youth with disabilities are 

three to four times higher than for students without disabilities. To 

what extent does this reflect the failure of one-size-fits-all instruction 

to meet the needs of these students?

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is a promising avenue for 

ensuring that every student in our schools can access content and 

demonstrate understanding. UDL takes its cue from the universal 

design movement in architecture—the idea of which was to make 

physical environments accessible for everyone. The classic example 

is the curb cut: equally beneficial to people in wheelchairs, parents 
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pushing strollers, cyclists, delivery people with hand trucks, indi-

viduals with mobility issues, and your run-of-the-mill pedestrian.

UDL is guided by three principles:

Principle I: Provide Multiple Means of Representation
Learners differ in the ways that they perceive and comprehend 
information that is presented to them. For example, those with sen-
sory disabilities (e.g., blindness or deafness); learning disabilities 
(e.g., dyslexia); language or cultural differences; and so forth may 
all require different ways of approaching content. Others may sim-
ply grasp information quicker or more efficiently through visual or 
auditory means rather than printed text.

Principle II: Provide Multiple Means of Action and Expression
Learners differ in the ways that they can navigate a learning envi-
ronment and express what they know. For example, individuals 
with significant movement impairments (e.g., cerebral palsy), 
those who struggle with strategic and organizational abilities 
(executive function disorders), those who have language barriers, 
and so forth approach learning tasks very differently. Some may be 
able to express themselves well in written text but not speech, and 
vice versa. . . .

Principle III: Provide Multiple Means of Engagement
Affect represents a crucial element to learning, and learners differ 
markedly in the ways in which they can be engaged or motivated 
to learn. . . .  Some learners are highly engaged by spontaneity and 
novelty while others are disengaged, even frightened, by those 
aspects, preferring strict routine. Some learners might like to work 
alone, while others prefer to work with their peers. In reality, there 
is not one means of engagement that will be optimal for all learners 
in all contexts; providing multiple options for engagement is essen-
tial. (CAST, 2011, p. 5) [emphasis added]

How do the principles of UDL connect to the topic of this book? 

High-stakes testing has had the effect of focusing instructional inten-

tion on reading and writing (assessed subjects). UDL reminds us to 

consider how else students might access content and demonstrate 

understanding: by listening to the text rather than reading it, by 

recording a presentation rather than word processing a written 

report, or by reading and discussing with a partner instead of read-

ing and reflecting alone. Our schools adequately address the strong 

reader and the strong writer; following the principles of UDL will 
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help us address the strong listener and the strong speaker at the 

same time that we use listening and speaking to accommodate stu-

dents with unique needs.

Listening and Speaking in Life Beyond School

Business leaders have long recognized the need for effective com-

munication in the workforce. Figure 1.1 shows employers’ ratings of 

their “most-valued” skills, as identified on a 2012 survey conducted 

by the National Association of Colleges and Employers. Notice how 

many involve listening and speaking. Facility with written language 

barely makes the top 10.

Figure 1.1 The Top 10 Candidate Skills and Qualities Employers Seek

 1. Ability to verbally communicate with persons inside and outside the organization 

 2. Ability to work in a team structure

 3. Ability to make decisions and solve problems

 4. Ability to plan, organize, and prioritize work

 5. Ability to obtain and process information

 6. Ability to analyze quantitative data

 7. Technical knowledge related to the job

 8. Proficiency with computer software programs

 9. Ability to create and/or edit written reports

10. Ability to sell or influence others

According to a Stanford Business School study, our students 

will graduate into a business world in which verbal fluency and 

sociability are the two most important predictors of success. (Cain, 

2012). A senior manager at Eastman Kodak puts it this way: “It’s not 

enough to be able to sit at your computer excited about a fantastic 

Source: National Association of Colleges and Employers (2012).
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regression analysis if you’re squeamish about presenting those 

results to an executive group” (Cain, 2012, p. 31). And, to be clear, we 

aren’t talking about fear of large-group presentation only. Presenting 

those results may involve a small group and may not be in person 

but online. Success is likely to depend on being comfortable commu-

nicating orally in many different modes—large-group presentations 

but also in small-group meetings, in person but also online.

Students graduate to civic responsibilities as well. I finished my 

teaching career as a civics teacher. Civics is a subject that naturally 

leads to many discussions of polarizing topics: the national debt, 

entitlements, gay rights, gun control, use of drones, climate change, 

and so on. It is difficult to find models for civil and collaborative 

discussions of these issues. What we tend to see on television are 

less discussion than they are virulent attacks, which make for great 

theater and seem to attract viewers but do nothing to move par-

ticipants toward understanding and solution. Somewhere, this trend 

has to be reversed, and that somewhere may be your class as you 

teach listening and speaking skills: how to identify key points, how 

to constructcounter arguments, how to reach evidence-supported 

conclusions, and so on.

In sum, listening and speaking are the water that surrounds 

everything in our classes and upon which instruction depends. 

We do a disservice to our students if we assume they can some-

how become effective listeners and communicators without direct 

instruction.

We have all noticed the problem. Few teachers would say, “Not 

my kids! They have mastered listening and speaking!” We have 

all noticed the problem; now we need to respond to it. Effort is 

involved. Changing our teaching is involved. You may be tempted to 

view the next chapters as “More Work for Me.” To some extent, they 

are. But I hope you also see what follows as “Essential Instruction 

That All Children Need.” Let’s get to it!
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