Accelerating Literacy in Young Children
Speaking Skills.
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This is another poor relation in the literacy development programme as, in so many classrooms, too little time is given to this very important skill. And it is not only important in its own right, but it is a vital step in the development of writing and reading skills.

Developing the spoken language for its own sake.

Children need frequent opportunities to practice speaking one on one, in groups and to the whole class, even to the whole school. They also need frequent opportunities to use speech in different genres, reporting a sequential event, explaining a situation, instructing the class on how something can be done, describing an event. And then there is role play, an opportunity for them to step into the shies of someone else allowing them to experience another view point, encourage them to empathise. This would be done in discussion groups, in drama, in puppetry. Every opportunity should be seized to encourage children to use language in a rich way, to experiment with sentence construction, to experience using new to their speaking, adjectives and adverbs etc. 

Developing the spoken language to improve the quality of a child’s written work. 
Too many teachers are too keen to set a writing task and, with the minimum of speaking from the children, these teachers want those uninspired children to start putting pen to paper. “Get on with it!” “Why haven’t you started?” etc. It is as if the teachers want to assess the value of the lesson by the amount of words that are written. But please agree that a successful writing lesson is one that stimulates improved quality of written, not necessarily improved quantity! One Head of Language Arts in a large school used to say to me, “We don’t weigh the work in order to judge the success of the lesson!”

 So how do we judge a successful writing lesson? We look for quality of originality, quality of imagination, quality of vocabulary. I suppose I am saying we are looking for the “Wow Factor” and I feel we can be more sure of achieving this when the class is allowed to spend a good amount of time allowing children to speak about the writing task well before they are expected to pick up a pen or pencil. This speaking could be done in any of the genres above and does not necessarily have to be done from their classroom seat.

1) Have them sitting round you in a book nook or cosy corner so that they can exchange ideas, and give lots of praise to the speakers as well as opportunities for the quieter children to have a chance to give their views.

2)  Take them outside to look at the view, to listen to the rain, to stand under the flamboyant tree, anything so they can exchange their thoughts and ideas with the class and then take those visual and auditory memories back into the classroom ready to use in their written work. Imagine the different quality of written work from the child who is just told to write about a flamboyant tree, and the child who has just minutes ago stood out under it, looked at its shapes and colours, heard the rattle of the seed pods and seen the dappling on the ground below as the sun shines through the branches and expressed all this in the spoken word before quietly, going back into the classroom to start to write. That is how you get the Wow Factor. Quality writing often depends on speech before the pen! 
3) Make some brown paper bag puppets, or draw faces on old wooden spoons and invent conversations between the characters. Then, get the children to work in groups and write the dialogue. In this way, through their exchanged conversations and discussion of the exact words they want to include, they are having opportunities to expand their own spoken language before writing it, and their motivation and the quality of the written work produced will be improved.
Developing the spoken language to improve the quality of children’s reading. 
1) Learning to read involves phonics and phonics involve listening to sounds that are spoken. It is not just a case of the teacher making those sounds and writing them on the board or holding up a sound card, the child has to have the opportunity to say those sounds himself. At its earliest stages, exchanging sounds seems to be the very beginning of developing speech and of developing conversation in all languages throughout the world. Children need to hear how to pronounce sounds and words and need to practice making those sounds themselves as a pre reading skill.

2) When they start to read, the quality of their reading is impaired if speaking is not used to enhance it. Talking about the picture in a book, the teacher explaining, the child asking or imagining or suggesting ideas improves the fluency of the reading and encourages children to start the habit of taking contextual clues firstly from the illustrations and later from the text. And this two way talking allows children to develop pronunciation, tone, volume, encouraging them to use speech in a way that  readily communicates ideas. We call the poor quality reading that is merely seeing a word and reading it, “Barking at print!” It is mechanical, but does not allow the child to develop an understanding of the text…and later, teachers will complain, “He cannot read with expression!” “She is hopeless at comprehension because she has no idea what she ids reading about, so how can she answer questions about it in a comprehension exercise!” 
3). Books on a shelf with their dreary spines facing the reader do not easily inspire a child to try it. But a book held up in the classroom, front facing the class and a teacher or child recommending it. Describing the characters and the story and answering questions from possible readers will, if done enthusiastically, soon inspire so many children, there will be a waiting list for that book, and those who borrow the book will have others urging them on to finish it soon so that they can have their turn. The waiting list could be a classroom chart headed, “How many days did you need to read the whole of this book?” Without the talking beforehand, such motivation would not be there. Quality reading often depends on speech before the text.
