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 5

Introduction: Why Classroom Talk Matters

Why does talk matter? Classroom talk shapes and is shaped by the 
classroom learning environment. Through talk patterns, teachers 
demonstrate and discover what they expect and value, just as students 
discover and demonstrate what counts in terms of learning, knowl-
edge, and knowing.

— Maureen Boyd and Lee Galda, 2011, pp. 2–3

Since 2008, we, the authors, have been working together to investigate effective 
literacy practices. We have been talking together, teaching and learning together, 
and marvelling at the creativity and learning potential we experience when 
engaging with the students in Michelle’s classrooms. We have explored and writ-
ten about storytelling and story writing, too (Campbell & Hlusek, 2009, 2015). 
And the more we have inquired into classroom literacy practices, the more 
rooted our belief in the central role of oral language communication has become.

We both feel that the time is right for describing a “talk,” or dialogic, class-
room, where oral language strategies take centre stage. With the increasing 
demands, challenges, and distractions of the digital realities facing learners 
today, the ability to both navigate the technological world and achieve a balance 
with other dimensions of our lives has become essential. As part of this balance, 
we see effective face-to-face speaking and listening skills as necessary for healthy 
social relationships and mental well-being. To flourish as learners and as human 
beings, we need to be articulate oral communicators. Teachers can cultivate this 
ability in students through vibrant classroom talk.

We would argue that oral language matters in our classrooms, perhaps more 
than ever. Here are three key reasons:

1. Full participation in 21st-century literacies requires oral language communi-
cation and, indeed, puts special focus on oral modes of communication.

2. Oral language is an essential part of literacy learning. Reading, writing, talk, 
and related multiliteracies flourish together under the same conditions.

3. Effective listening and speaking in social contexts is the foundation of all 
learning, especially in a “talk” classroom such as we advocate, contributing 
to a healthy, vibrant classroom community.
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6 Introduction

Oral Language: A Constant Becoming Yet 
More Important

The literacy landscape has been changing in our lives and in our classrooms. 
The meaning of the term literacy now embraces more than the traditional pillars 
of reading, writing, and oral communication; it encompasses digital technolo-
gies where multimodal texts, or texts where written modes are combined “with 
oral, visual, audio, gestural, tactile and spatial patterns of meaning” (Kalantzis & 
Cope, 2012, p. 2), are prevalent. Here, and throughout this text, literacy is recog-
nized in its traditional sense and in the current sense of multiple literacies, which 
encompasses our contemporary communication environment.

Despite game-changing developments, oral language remains a constant. 
Learning a spoken language is the beginning of literacy, and listening and speak-
ing remain fundamental to learning of all kinds. Oral language lies at the heart of 
becoming and being literate. In fact, some argue that in this era of new literacies, 
oral language is more important than ever:

New overlays of oral and written modes emerge as email and text 
messaging more closely resemble the fluidity of speaking than the earlier 
literate forms of letters and memoranda. (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012, p. 35)

As the quotation indicates, the “fluidity of speaking” spills over into present-day 
communication methods, from texting to social media messages. Our students 
need to be fluent oral language users to use new platforms effectively, so that they 
can navigate the 21st-century literacy landscape.

With its focus on oral language use, Literacy Out Loud bears in mind the neces-
sity of developing reading and writing abilities along with 21st-century literacies. 
The book offers strategies that focus on oral language and helps to foster related 
skills through engaging activities. It describes literacy activities and events that 
take place through listening and speaking — they occur out loud. The title has 
the acronym LOL, which, in social media parlance, means “laugh out loud.” 
Accordingly, the goal of having fun — enjoyable, social learning — is deliberately 
emphasized. Listening and speaking — or talk, for short — is the lifeblood of a 
vibrant classroom. It makes learning possible. It is the it factor of literacy.

The It Factor of Literacy

It makes sense to continue to promote the language arts of listening and speaking 
in our classrooms. Language is learned in use, in a wide range of social and emo-
tional relationships and contexts. One naturally occurring context is conversa-
tion. Marie Clay urges teachers to “understand that children learn language easily 
through conversation.” She goes on to remind us that “a young learner’s control 
over language must expand.” For this to happen, we must “[c]reate the need to 
produce language. Tempt children to have something to say. This happens natu-
rally in shared activities that call for the exchange of language” (Clay, 2004, p. 10).

Literacy flourishes as oral language develops; oral language is the continuous 
vehicle and accompaniment for all literacy learning. Listening and speaking are 
essential for building a community of learners and for supporting literacy learn-
ers in all their diversity.

“Oral language is the foundation 
of literacy development: there is a 
common base serving all three activi-
ties of talking, reading, and writing.”
— Marie Clay, 2004, p. 4
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Introduction 7

What Brain Imaging Reveals
Oral communication cannot be taught as a separate strand of literacy. It is not 
a side dish; rather, it is an integral part of literacy learning. Consider that when 
people learn and use oral language, the same parts of the brain are involved as 
when they engage in other literacy activities. “The oral and written forms of lan-
guage are only superficially different . . .,” writes Brian Cambourne, the influen-
tial Australian educator. “The same neural processes are involved, using the same 
neural machinery” (1988, pp. 28–29). This assertion is backed up by brain imag-
ing that shows “reading relies on brain circuits already in place for language” 
(Shaywitz, 2003, p. 67).

Buchweitz (2016) reports that “a brain imaging study of four different lan-
guages (Spanish, English, Hebrew, and Chinese) showed the universality of 
the language network in the brain. In all languages, the traditional left frontal- 
temporal network of the brain was activated for listening comprehension .  .  .” 
The study also showed “a common brain signature for reading in the four lan-
guages.” Furthermore, “once children learn to read, the centers for processing 
print are grafted onto a left-lateralized network of language areas hardwired for 
spoken language” (2016, p. S10).

When we combine these facts with the way language is learned in use, in social 
settings, then we can see that promoting listening and speaking activities as part 
of our everyday literacy practices in the classroom makes more sense than treat-
ing reading, writing, and oral communication as separate curricular categories.

Positive Emotional Connections Through Talk

Why start your day with talk? Dr. Judy Willis, a neurologist and a classroom 
teacher, makes a strong argument for doing this. She writes about the emotional 
and social connections in learning and memory. She explains, “When a student 
cares about new information or learning, it forms new synaptic connections and 
is stored as a long-term memory .  .  . Positive neural circuit connecting occurs 
when the lesson is associated with a positive emotional experience.” And then 
she concludes, “This positive emotional experience can be the result of feelings 
of accomplishment, pleasant social interactions with classmates or the teacher, or 
specific acknowledgment and praise” (2006, p. 21, emphasis added).

These insights can be applied to the recommended practice of beginning each 
day with Community Circle. As elaborated upon in Chapter 1, Community 
Circle, with its circle formation, gives all learners equal status and allows stu-
dents to readily see and hear one another. Michelle has made it the foundation of 
her oral language and community-building practice. She further promotes posi-
tive discussions by the use of a smooth stone, which is passed from speaker to 
speaker. This ritual encourages the practice of taking turns and the focus on one 
main conversation to which students have an opportunity to contribute.

The Effect of Discussion Equity
Brain research shows that if you have a positive conversation, there is an increase 
in the release of dopamine. Discussion equity, by making positive conversations 
possible during Community Circle, engages dopamine in the brain. Dopamine 
plays a role in motivation and reinforcement. Lively, relevant, and engaging 

How can teachers best create a lively 
social network of literacy learning 
where talk is the foundation? How 
can classroom talk be encouraged 
and guided so that students become 
fluent and effective oral communica-
tors? This book proposes everyday 
activities intended to answer these 
questions.
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8 Introduction

 conversation enables students to start the day with a positive feeling and to be 
motivated to learn throughout the day.

Talk in this setting is valuable for its own sake, as a community builder, and as 
a condition of well-being, which requires positive communication experiences 
(Shankar, 2013). But talk is beneficial in other (connected) ways, as well. One 
benefit involves the deeper connections to literacy  development.

Oral Language: “Like a Compass”

As teachers, we know that our students learn by doing. The more they read — for 
pleasure and for purpose — the better they become as readers. The more they 
write, the better they become at expressing their thoughts and feelings in written 
forms that can be shared, including multimodal or digital creations. They then 
realize how the texts they create can have an impact. Fluent oral language skills 
contribute to progress in reading and writing. But how can we make this happen 
for all the learners in our classrooms? Engaging in stimulating oral language 
activities can entice learners to read more often by choice. Classroom talk can 
inspire more writing of higher quality; it also plays a key role in various forms 
of text production because most often, learning how to use technology occurs 
alongside peers. Classroom talk enhances literacy skills of all kinds. Further-
more, being orally articulate is part of being literate.

Although literacy begins long before children enter formal schooling, once 
they come through our doorways, we are responsible for cultivating oral lan-
guage and ensuring that literacy flourishes. As a teacher candidate completing 
her final placement in an Early Learning Kindergarten (ELK) class, Whitney 
Underhill commented:

“When observing very young learners in ELK, I noticed that oral language 
is like a compass. Young children use it to navigate new situations and tasks, as 
well as to direct themselves back through memories — through places they have 
already been. Just like a compass, using oral language takes practice, and I notice 
young children repeating new words that they have heard, sometimes singing the 
word, in order to ingrain it into their memory. This is not unlike studying a new 
route, mapping compass points in order to be able to use that route again to get 
to a desired location. Very young children use oral language to navigate a world 
that is still brand new to them.”

Classroom talk strategies, at the core of this text, create the following opportu-
nities for all students:

themselves, one another, and their world

about collaboratively and individually

 genuinely

In sum, engaging in dynamic classroom talk is essential in its own right and 
makes all learning possible. That is the focus of this text.

As authors, we are a collaborative 
team. In this resource, we draw on 
experiences in Michelle’s classrooms 
— she has taught Grades 3 to 8 in 
Northern Ontario — and experi-
ences of teacher candidates working 
with Terry as a teacher educator at 
Nipissing University. Terry has served 
as a classroom teacher, as well, and 
is a welcome visitor in Michelle’s 
classrooms.
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