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The Talking Classroom: Embrace your students 
 with words 

judidodson@gmail.com 

Big Ideas 
  Understand that all students can benefit from the 

kind of  oral language instruction that ESL students 
receive. 

  Understand the connection between oral language 
and reading comprehension 

  Learn strategies to provide English language 
learners with opportunities for speaking and 
listening throughout the day. 

Looking for the Roots of  
Comprehension Reflection 

What does oral language instruction 
look like at this point in your 
classroom or in your school? Is 
there any intentional plan? 

Consider…. 

 Every student can benefit from the 
same good language instruction we 
give our second language learners….. 

It’s not just for Second Language 
Learners: Oral Language is the Heart  

of  Literacy Instruction 

Who: The classroom teacher 
When: All day – Every Day 
How:  

  Focus on activities that develop 
speaking, listening and conversational 
skills. 

  Create opportunities for purposeful talk 

  Model the use of  rich and interesting 
language 
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Vocabulary 
Development 

Presentation of  
Knowledge 

Participation and 
Collaboration in 
Diverse Groups 

Use Language to 
Clarify and Show 

Comprehension of  
Information 

Language 
Comprehension 

Common Core State Standards and the 
Simple View of  Reading: Language 

Comprehension Meaningful 
Differences 

•  By age three, spoken vocabularies  
vary greatly depending on the amount of  
language young children heard in the home. 

•  Vocabulary at age three was strongly related to 
reading comprehension scores in third grade. 

•  The amount of  talking in the home at age 
three had a strong relationship to later 
vocabulary, spoken language abilities, and IQ. 

(Hart & Risley, 1995) 

Children of  the Code Video 
Please watch the interview with Todd Risley, 
and consider how this may apply to your ESL 
students. 

I will ask you to turn and talk to your partner, 
explain your views. 

Speaking and 
Comprehension 

Restricted Speech vs. 
Elaborated Speech 

  Restricted Speech= brief, unelaborated, assumes 
shared situational background knowledge, used 
more in homes with less education. 
  Parent wants a child to move over 
  “Move, Jimmy.” 

  Elaborated Speech = elaborated code, used  more 
in homes with higher levels of  education, increased 
use of  explicit content knowledge and less 
dependent on shared situational knowledge. 
  “Jimmy, will you please move over so your sister 

can see the television better.” 

Elements of  Oral Language 
Instruction: 

  Attention 

  Active listening 

  Models of  good language 

  Direct experiences to reinforce language 

  Pictures and objects to support language learning 

  Student to student talk 

   Student and teacher responsive talk 

  Opportunities for transfer 
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Second Language Learners 
Low Language Students 

Some Helpful Strategies: 

 Oral Language development 
throughout the instructional day 

  Increased modeling, guided feedback 
and frequent, distributed, paired 
practice 

 Seat students close to you for 
increased opportunities for feedback. 

Second Language Learners 
Low Language Students 

  Preview whole group lesson in small-
group setting 

  Positively reinforce all attempts at oral 
language 

  Use of  objects and pictures 

  Increased “wait time” 

  Emphasis on multi-sensory and engaging 
oral language activities 

A Language-Centered 
Classroom 

Teachers: 
  Create a climate that encourages and supports oral 

language in the classroom 

  Listen actively to what students are saying. 

  Give students opportunities to listen attentively. 

  Engage children in extended conversations. 

  Encourage children to tell and retell stories and events. 

  Discuss a wide range of  topics and word meanings. 

A Language-Centered 
Classroom 

Teachers: 
  Use new and unusual words 

  Restate for clarity 

  Invite students to say things again to clarify what 
they are trying to express. 

  Ask open-ended questions 

  Encourage language play 

  Stay silent  at times to allow time for processing 
and responding  

How Does Oral Language 
Grow? 

  Through interaction with people and texts that 
introduce: 

 New vocabulary. 
 New concepts. 
 New language structures. 

  Interaction means that there is reciprocal, guided 
use of language. 

17 Judi Dodson 2013        

Oral Language Links to Literacy 

  Oral language skills provide the foundation  
upon which literacy is developed. 

  Children who live in language- 
rich environments develop a  
deep and solid foundation. 

  Children who do not have  
exposure to words and  
language have a weaker  
foundation. 
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The Urgency of  Oral Language 
Instruction in the Primary Grades 

“When we allow children to arrive at third or fourth 
grade unprepared for the vocabulary and other 
language demands of  post-primary schooling, we 
reduce their chances for further educational progress 
even if  they have become ‘effective readers’ at the level 
of  identifying words in print” (Biemiller, 1999). 

Proportion of  Variance 

Vocabulary accounts for 
approximately 50–60 
percent of  the variance 
in reading 
comprehension. 

(Stahl & Nagy, 2006) 

Decoding 
skills, 
syntax, 
language 
skills, etc. Vocabulary 

Oral Language 
Development:  

Reading to Children  
“Picture book reading provides children  
with many of  the skills that are necessary 
for school readiness: vocabulary, sound  
structure, the meaning of  print, the structure of  stories 
and language, sustained attention, the pleasure of  
learning, and on and on. Preschoolers need food, 
shelter, love; they also need the nourishment of  
books” (Whitehurst, 2013). 

Create a Climate of  
Kindness 

  Affirmations matter! Some children receive 
fewer affirming words than others. 

  Fill your home with Random Words of  
Kindness. 

 Parent to child 

– Sibling to sibling 

– Child - parent. 

Partners create 
Participation Create Partnerships 

  Number or name your partners: 
  The cubs and the pups 
  The Rockies and the Broncos 
  Number 1’s and number 2’s 

  Intentional partner increases opportunities for 
meaningful oral language. 
  Everyone speaks and listening 
  Teacher models oral language 
  The class repeats chorally 
  Partner one “teaches” partner two (repeats what 

was learned) and uses a gesture. 
  Partner two “teaches” partner one 
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Creating Traces of  Learning 

 Saying 

 Writing 

 Doing 

Everyone Speaks 
Encourage speaking opportunities for 100% of  the 
class. 

  Choral repetition 
  Partnering leads to repeating and teaching 

  Group discussion and sharing 

  Sentence frames that encourage complete 
sentence formation 

  Singing and choral repetition positive for 
transitions 

  Affirmations that build a positive climate for 
speaking 

Skills AND Positive Classroom 
Management:  Phoneme-grapheme 

mapping 

The daily instructional 
routine of phoneme-
grapheme mapping 

helps solidify both the 
linguistic and code 

elements that we have 
learned throughout the 
year. LETRS modules 
2 & 3 are emphasized 
during this section of 

instruction. 

The 30 Second Conversation
      

         

•  The 30-second conversation sets up  
teachers to engage in an individual  
conversation with a low-language student for  
30 seconds—daily! 

•  Over the course of  a year, this activity 
results in a LOT of  conversation.  

•  Students benefit from learning how to have 
conversations (e.g., listening and speaking). 

Speaking and Listening 
Matters Hooray for Speaking! 
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Stretch Oral Vocabulary 

Rename classroom helpers: 
•  Weather reporter = meteorologist, meteorólogo 
•  Plant care = botanist, botánico 
•  Pet care = zoologist, zoólogo 
•  Paper passer = paper distribution coordinator 
•  Messenger = courier 
•  Welcome team = greeters, salutation team, appreciation 

team 
•  Clean up = classroom organization team 
•  Line leader = procession organizer, coordinator 

Vocabulary Routine for 
Engagement  

  Say the word; teach pronunciation. 
  Have the class repeat it. 
  Read the word, and say the definition using a complete 

sentence. 
  Have the class repeat the definition. 
  Write the word, and have students read and write the word. 
  Add a gesture to the definition, and repeat the sentence with the 

gesture. 
  Have student partners take turns teaching the word to each 

other. 
  Have partners turn back to you and repeat one more time. 
  Review the word daily, chorally and with different gestures and 

different sentences. 

Random Words of  
Kindness 

Random Words of Kindness 

Affirmations, Affirmations!!! 

Teacher to Student 
Affirmations 

Student to Student 
Affirmations 

Random Words of  
Kindness 

Let’s Try It: 

  Brainstorm affirmative words in table groups 

  Use chart paper and record affirmative words 
that enhance welcoming, connection, authentic 
praise, I messages etc. 

  Report and share words with entire class 

  Word lists can create a resource list for all class 
members if  they choose to record the ones they 
like as they are read to the class.  

Random Words of  
Kindness 

Reflect on the affirmations and 
take a few minutes to write 
down a list of  5 affirmations 
that you heard that you will 
take back to your classroom. 

Super 7 Sentences 
  Students speak in complete sentences with at least 

7 words.  
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Buddy Talk  
  50 Nifty Speaking and Listening Activities   

 Making connections to what is already 
known links new learning to old and 
deepens new learning. 

  Students take new learning (words, 
concepts etc.) and each student shares 
a personal connection with their 
neighbor. 

  Emphasizes 100% engagement in oral 
language response. 

every one of you are walking down that 
path every day 

Teach from the Heart! 
  Care about your students with  passion 

 Work with passion 

  Teach with passion 

  Believe in your students with passion 

  Believe in yourself  with passion 

  Believe passionately in your ability to 
change their lives 

So let us continue down the 
path…. 

 How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single 
moment before starting to improve the world. ~ Anne 
Frank 

40 

Words from the Heart 

Kind words can be short and easy to speak  

but their echoes are endless.”  
  Mother Theresa  


