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Have a guess 

At five, how far are 
UK children brought 
up in the most 
disadvantaged 
families behind 
those brought up in 
the most well-off 
families in their 
vocabulary? 

 



 Nearly three quarters of health visitors report 
that they have seen a significant growth in 
numbers of children with speech and 
communication delay over the past two years 

 Recent survey of headteachers found that 
concerns about lack of school readiness have 
increased, with 97% of respondents 
identifying speech, language and 
communication needs as their greatest 
concern  

 





The amount of time 
television (adult and 
child programmes) 
was on in the home 
when child was under 
two predicted 
achievement at school 
entry. As this time 
increased, so the 
child’s score at school 
entry decreased.  

Roulstone et al , 2011 

Investigating the role of language in 

children’s early educational outcomes, 

Research Report DFE-RR134 



 



 

“More than a quarter of children finish their  

reception year still without the early  

communication and  

reading skills they need  

to thrive. It’s not  

acceptable and tackling  

it must be our shared  

priority. My ambition is 

to cut that number in  

half over the next ten years.” 



 

 



 



The Effects of Weaknesses in Oral Language 

 on Reading Comprehension Growth  
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5.2 years difference 



 Three-year longitudinal study found oral 
narrative competence in school Year 1 
predicted written narrative competence in the 
following two years 

 Vocabulary at age 13 strongly predicts both 
English and Maths at  GCSE - in Eng Lit and 
Maths more strongly than pupils’ socio-
economic background 



But … correlation doesn’t 
prove cause 

Is there also 
evidence that 
actions to improve 
language do actually 
improve life chance 
outcomes? 



 10 week programme of group sessions for 10 
weeks in nursery, followed by 20 weeks of 
group and individual sessions in the 
reception class 

 Children who took part showed significantly 
better reading comprehension in Y1 than 
control group (Fricke, 2012) 

 



 For Year 5 children with poor reading 
comprehension, an intervention to boost oral 
language skills made more difference to 
reading comprehension than an intervention 
directly teaching reading comprehension 
skills  (Developing Reading Comprehension, 
Clarke et al, Wiley, 2013) 



‘Talk for Literacy’ in KS3 – 3 
months extra progress in 
reading  

 



A recent rigorous study for the 
Education Endowment 
Foundation (Jay et al., 2017) 
found a significant uplift to 
attainment in English, maths 
and science after teachers 
introduced dialogic techniques 
in their classrooms 



Scaffolded 

opportunities 

for purposeful 

talk 

Evidence-

based 

language 

intervention 

programmes 

Explicit 

teaching of 

generically 

useful  

vocabulary 



Typical pupil contribution to a 
class discussion 4 words 

Average child aged 6-18 only 
asks one question per month 
for each subject they attend, 
while teachers ask an average 
of 291 questions a day 
 







When I take our students on the 
debating circuit … they will largely be 
surrounded by children from 
independent [schools…]. I’m on a 
mission to make sure that children like 
ours in schools like ours have access to 
what is essentially the language of 
power. 

(Geoff Barton) 
 



‘Classrooms where teachers talk less and 
children talk more. Classrooms where teachers 
scrap the mechanistic reliance on hands-up , 
ask more open-ended questions (why? how?), 
give thinking time, make space for collaborative 
conversations and oral rehearsal of answers, 
and then always ask pupils – rather than us – to 
comment upon the answer they have just 
heard.’(Barton, 2011).  



‘Thank you for making that point, Jo. Andrew, 
what are your thoughts on what Jo just said?’   

 

Teachers can extend this to ‘Can you build on 
what Jo just said/ summarise what she said/ 
compare her ideas with Andrew’s/ decide 
whether you need to ask Jo for more detail/give 
reasons for agreeing or disagreeing.’ 

 









 https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=2ADAY9AQm54 

 

 Secondary -  learning to debate 
and present a five-minute ‘Ignite’ 
speech 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=KfrwGZyk-bc 
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Year 1 

• They are the 
same 
because……………
…… 

• They are 
different 
because……………
……is…………and
…………is…………… 

 

Year 6  

• In some ways………and…..are alike. For 
instance they both……………………….. 

• Another feature they have in common 
is that……………………… 

• However they also differ in that…. For 
example……………..whereas……………. 

• The similarities/differences seem 
more important than the 
similarities/differences because……. 



 Each teacher has a 
pack of the frames 
for their year group 
as laminated 
speech bubbles 

 On working walls 
and desks 

 Helps up-level 
writing; children’s 
progress is in top 
25% for the country 



School 21 subject sentence 
stems  

This artefact 

shows that 

…  

This source 

illustrates that … 

This 

source is 

biased 

because … 



Parkside Primary 

Talk threads for families are displayed on a 
huge banner in the playground that says 
‘Talk with your child ... check out the speech 
bubble below for ideas.’ The ideas are 
changed weekly. 

 

 



Scaffolded 
opportunities 
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purposeful 
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language 
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A consistent whole-school approach 



 





 Teachers serving economically disadvantaged 
areas explain words less often and are less 
likely to explain sophisticated words than 
teachers in economically advantaged areas 
(Neuman and Wright, 2014) 

 Teaching assistants are usually recruited from 
the school’s immediate community- and if 
this is an area of disadvantage, their own 
vocabulary may not be wide 



‘Word Aware’ and ‘Word 
Aware : teaching vocabulary 
in the early years’, by 

Stephen Parsons and Ann 
Branagan, Speechmark 



Too easy  Goldilocks 
words 

Too hard 

Everyday 
words- ones a 
child might use 
to another child 

Not too easy 
and not too 
hard, but just 
right 
Likely to be 
encountered 
again 
Average adult 
has a good 
knowledge of 
this word 

Average adult 
does not have 
much 
knowledge of 
this word 
Highly topic-
specific 



Too easy Goldilocks 
words 

Too hard 

Children 
Toys 
 

Petticoat 
Hoop 
 

Gruel 
Workhouse 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Country, continent, route, monsoon, 
river, distance, weather , home, cash 
crop, family, economic activity, village, 
landscape, climate, crops, remote, 
symbol, hill, houses, occupation, 
nucleated, market town, settlement, 
city, road, linear, trade, airport, 
agriculture 



 Country, continent, route, monsoon, 
river, distance, weather , home, cash 
crop, family, economic activity, village, 
landscape, climate, crops, remote, 
symbol, hill, houses, occupation, 
nucleated, market town, settlement, 
city, road, linear, trade, airport, 
agriculture 



Which might be your Goldilocks words? 

predator, light intensity, produce, 
overwintering, consumer, carnivore, 
climatic stress, reliable data, 
insulation, dormant, sample size, 
migration, temperature sensor, 
hibernation, prey, food web 
     



What it sounds like 

Begins 

with: 

Sound: 

Letter: 

 

Rhymes 

with: 

 

 

Ends with : 

Sound: 

Letter: 

 

Number of 

syllables: 

 

 



What it means 

How does 

it feel? 

Sign/symb

ol 

 

What do 

you do 

with it? 

What does 

it look like? 

 

Where do 

you find it? 

What 

category is 

it? 



Put it in a sentence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Words that go with it 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 







 Child friendly definition 

 Explore differences between the word and 
similar words 

 Link to child’s own experiences 

 Examples and non-examples 



Target word  Examples 

nutritious Grapes 
Apples 
Bread 
Eggs 

Child-generated 
definition 

Non-examples 

Foods that are good 
for you 

Chips 
Chocolate bars 
Crisps 



Model words ourselves 

 ‘Expansions and recasts’ 
- add a word 

‘Your word’  
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‘Pupils who participate in 
spoken language 
interventions make 
approximately five months’ 
additional academic progress 
over a year.’  

 



 Key Stage 1 Narrative, Key Stage 2 Narrative 
(Black Sheep Press)  

 Language for Thinking (Speechmark)  

 Talking Partners 
(www.educationworks.org.uk) 

 Nuffield Early Language Intervention (NELI) 
https://global.oup.com/education/content/p
rimary/series/nuffield-
intervention/?region=uk 

 Talk Boost – Early Talk Boost, Talk Boost KS1, 
Talk Boost KS2 (www.ican.org.uk) 

http://www.educationworks.org.uk/
https://global.oup.com/education/content/primary/series/nuffield-intervention/?region=uk
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• TalkingPartners@Secondary from 
www.educationworks.org.uk 

• ELCISS (Speechmark) –evaluated 
by EEF as Talk for Literacy 

 



 Talk Boost  KS1: average language progress 18 
months over four month period. 83% of children 
reached expected levels in understanding and 
using vocabulary, meaning they no longer need 
extra help 

 

 NELI : Nursery and Reception 30 week 
programme an extra 4 months progress over a 
year when compared with a control group. 
Reception-only 20 week programme an extra 2 
months progress over a year 

 

 

 

 



Time to talk, Jean Gross  

Routledge/nasen, 2nd edition 2017 




