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Is the finish line in sight? 
If we see this period of remote teaching as a race, we began 
thinking it would be a sprint, yet it turned into a marathon. 
It is of no surprise, therefore, that you may have felt that 
you ‘hit the wall’ by half-term.  I think that most teachers 
report that planning for remote teaching takes longer.  
Moreover, being on screen, yet getting much less response 
or feedback, feels both demoralising and tiring. We now 
face, at the minimum, two weeks of remote teaching and 
maybe more. But we’ve come a long way since that first 

week in January. Keep encouraging a ‘camera-on’ 
culture.  Pre-warning your classes and specifying when, 
why and for how long cameras will be required is a 
good workaround with more resistant classes. Even 
five minutes is better than none. Y7 classes have 
perhaps been the most receptive.  On the right is NM 
loving the virtual classroom layout.  Thanks to Perry 
Maddams for sharing this and for reporting that it 
made the lesson feel more like a normal lesson, with 
increased contributions from students via the 
microphone.  Best of all, both students and teacher 
testified that the lesson felt less formal and more fun. 
I’ve heard this feedback reiterated from other staff too. We all need this interaction – it is what both students 
and teachers have been missing. It makes the day less lonely and hopefully means that our students will be 
better prepared for the return to school and the usual social and learning interactions. More on that from our 
new oracy lead… 

Online Oracy – Conversation via Computer by Joel Quilter 
I imagine that if you are anything like me, you’ve 
found the last half term one of the most tiring of 
your career so far. As teachers, we have 
successfully managed to transfer our entire 
practice into the digital world; no mean feat 
considering that less than a year ago, very few of 
us had heard of Teams (not me anyway), let 
alone that we’d end up relying on it to deliver 
our lessons. However, this transition has 
obviously come with unique challenges, 
including the challenge of encouraging students 
to practice their oracy skills in an online 
environment. 
Firstly, I’ll briefly introduce myself before you 
wonder who I am and why I’m writing about oracy. 
If you don’t know me, my name is Joel Quilter, I work 
in the Geography department and was recently 
appointed as the school’s Oracy Co-ordinator. The  
 

main purpose of this new role is to promote oracy at 
Monk’s Walk and improve the oral ability of our 
student body. There are numerous reasons for the 
school to have this focus on oracy – consider, for 
instance, how often you rely on verbal communication 
in your day to day life. To best prepare our students 
for life beyond school, it is very important that we 
consider their oracy skills, alongside literacy. 
Therefore, you will hear more from me this year, as 
we look to make oracy more of a focus at Monk’s Walk 
through some exciting new ideas…*cue dramatic 
music. 
 
Back in the world of online teaching, it can often feel 
as though we are talking at a computer screen rather 
than to a class of students and the classroom 
environment is obviously completely different. You 
may have gone from battling to create a quiet 
environment with an excitable group of students to  
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feeling like you are dragging verbal answers out of 
your class, beyond a “Here Sir/Miss” for the register. 
The phrase “pulling teeth” often comes to mind. 
However, there are steps we can take to encourage 
students to talk in online lessons. It is important that 
we create an environment where they are 
comfortable talking to the computer screen – this 
was awkward for us as adults to begin with, for 
teenagers it’s worse. I try and praise students simply 
for giving a verbal answer as often as I can, and 
letting them know that it’s a bit strange for us as 
teachers too makes them feel less awkward about 
the whole situation. It may be that a student would 
rather take the “easy” option of typing an answer in 
the chat – be prepared to ask them for some more 
detail verbally. Letting the students know that you 
are aware of the awkwardness of talking to the 
screen will help them to lower their inhibitions. 
Something that I will definitely be mentioning in 
more detail at some point in the year is the work of 
Voice 21. They are an organisation that work with 
schools to develop their oracy practice and have 
produced various publications outlining the 
importance of oracy, its principles and how it can be 
developed in the classroom. We can also apply their 
work to online teaching as it is important to work on 
students’ oracy skills as well as getting them talking 
in the first place. In terms of oracy skills, Voice 21 set 
out four general areas of focus, namely the physical, 
linguistic, cognitive and social/emotional skills that 
we use when communicating verbally. (See the oracy 
framework here). A teacher called Olly Lewis has 
blogged about his experience of incorporating this  

 

Teaching and Learning Leaders  
I am delighted that, following interview, we have 
appointed 8 new T & L Leaders this year: 

Pippa Angel 
Bethan Ashman 
Helen Gothard 
Pegah Jarvis 
Stephen Jessop 

Sean Scotchford 
Katie Simpkin 
Angelina Sordillo 

Building on the work of last year’s T & L Leaders, the 
role will run for a year, and begins after Easter.  
Congratulations to all.  
 

Optional ‘lite-bite’ CPD sessions 
Optional ‘lite-bite’ half-hour CPD sessions to 
continue.  More info coming soon! 

framework into online lessons, specifically through 
the use of breakout rooms, a Teams function that I 
know I have definitely found useful. The idea behind 
his practice was to give students specific guidance on 
effective oral communication before their discussions 
in order to give them more focus and meaning. He did 
this by assigning the students with discussion roles 
within their groups (instigator, prober, challenger, 
clarifier, summariser and builder), in the same way 
that we might assign different roles in any group task. 
The students also developed a set of guidelines to 
follow during their discussions and were then given a 
discussion topic. Students were able to effectively 
participate and communicate within these discussions 
and the class feedback on the whole experience was 
very positive. I think that this is an approach that we 
could easily apply to our own lessons in order to 
encourage more effective and free flowing discussion, 
whilst developing our own and our students’ 
awareness of oracy success criteria. 
 
In conclusion, online teaching has forced us to 
approach every aspect of our practice differently, 
including how we incorporate oracy into our lessons. 
It’s obviously not an ideal situation currently, but if we 
think creatively, we can find ways to get our students 
communicating effectively. If nothing else, during 
period five, when your eyes are strained from staring 
at a screen all day, it’s nice to hear some voices letting 
you know that you’re not just talking to your 
computer. 
 

 
Diagnostic questioning  
As we begin to think about the return of all, or some, 
year groups from 8th March, it is imperative that we 
plan together some low stake diagnostic questions so 
that we can ascertain what has 'stuck' from this period 
of remote teaching, and what, or which students, 
need re-teaching.  
This is, of course, part and parcel of that which we 
always have done, as teachers:  

 “The most important single factor influencing 
learning is what the learner already knows. 
Ascertain this and teach him accordingly.” 

David Ausubel 
To assist with this task, Dylan Wiliam (and others) 
have curated thousands of diagnostic questions, many 
linked to different exam boards, on this free website: 

https://diagnosticquestions.com/ 

Sign up and have a look through – particularly useful 

for maths, science and computing. Could save you 
lots of time.                                                        CHd 

 

 

Thank you for reading 

https://voice21.org/
https://voice21.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/The-Oracy-Framework-1-1.pdf
https://ollylewislearning.com/oracy-in-the-virtual-classroom/
https://diagnosticquestions.com/Learn#/about

