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Oracy

Oracy – or ‘speaking and listening skills’ – has become one of the most
prominent ideas in modern education. But where has this idea come from?
Should oracy education be seen as positive, or does it hold unintended
consequences? How can problems over definitions, teaching and assessment
ever be overcome?
This timely book brings together prominent practitioners and researchers to

explore the often overlooked implications of speaking and listening educa-
tion. It features essays from teachers, school leaders, political advisers and
charity heads, and from leading thinkers across the fields of linguistics,
political science, history, Classics and anthropology.
Together, they consider the benefits and risks of oracy education, place it in

global context, and offer practical guidance for those trying to implement it
on the ground. By demystifying one of the most important yet contentious
ideas in modern education, this book offers a vital roadmap for how schools
can make oracy work for all.

tom f. wright is Associate Professor and Chair of the Department of
English at the University of Sussex in the UK. He is the author of
Lecturing the Atlantic (2017) and the textbook Transatlantic Rhetoric
(2020). His writing has appeared in The Atlantic, Bloomberg, the Times
Literary Supplement and TES, and he appears regularly on BBC Radio 4.

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Oracy
The Politics of Speech Education

Edited by

Tom F. Wright
University of Sussex

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009440318

DOI: 10.1017/9781009440301

© Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2025

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

When citing this work, please include a reference to the
DOI 10.1017/9781009440301

First published 2025

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

A Cataloging-in-Publication data record for this book is available from the Library
of Congress

ISBN 978-1-009-44031-8 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-009-44032-5 Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will
remain, accurate or appropriate.

For EU product safety concerns, contact us at Calle de José Abascal, 56, 1�, 28003
Madrid, Spain, or email eugpsr@cambridge.org

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

List of Figures page vii
List of Tables viii
List of Contributors ix
Foreword: The Oracy Democracy Needs xii
alastair campbell
Acknowledgements xiv

Introduction: The Uses of Oracy 1
tom f. wright

Part I Debating Oracy in the UK

1 Listening without Prejudice: What Kind of Talk Is Taught
and Valued in the Classroom? 21
amy gaunt

2 Oracy and Social (In)Justice 26
ian cushing

3 Fluency for Me, But Not for Thee? Why Disadvantaged Pupils
Deserve Oracy 40
qamar shafiq

4 What is the relationship between oracy edcuation and confidence
for students and teachers?: What Does the Evidence Say? 46
arlene holmes-henderson, katrina kelly,
amanda moorghen and rebekah simon-caffyn

5 Lend Me Your Ears: Listening at the Heart of Oracy 66
debbie newman

6 Defending Oracy 77
neil mercer

v

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Part II Oracy in Global Context

7 Oracy Overseas 93
arlene holmes-henderson and sarah lambert

8 What Can Be Learnt from Global Traditions of Oracy? 104
karin barber

9 Lessons in Oracy from the American Education System 116
harriet piercy

Part III Oracy in History and in Theory

10 What the Chartists and Suffragettes Realised about Oracy 129
tom f. wright

11 From Elocution to Empowerment: Some Perspectives
on the Evolution of Oracy 152
alan howe

12 Releasing Civic Voices 168
stephen coleman

13 The Trouble with Oracy? 188
deborah cameron

Index 201

vi Table of Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Figures

4.1 Model for oracy and self-confidence page 50
4.2 Categorised pupil self-efficacy responses 55
4.3 Academic self-efficacy decreases with age 56
4.4 Student responses about future success 56
4.5 Students reporting nervousness, anxiety 57
6.1 Two aspects of oracy 78

10.1 John Thelwall’s blue plaque, Bedford Place,
Bloomsbury, London 131

10.2 Gilbert Austin, Chironomia (1806) series of
elocutionary gestures 133

10.3 Chartist demonstration, 1848. 135
10.4 A Suffragist Orator, 1905. 142

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Tables

4.1 Responses by educator type page 58
4.2 Responses by subject 58
4.3 Total relevant survey responses by year group 64

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contributors

karin barber is Emeritus Professor at Birmingham University and Visiting
Professor of Anthropology at the London School of Economics. Her
research focuses on Yorùbá oral and written texts, and more widely on the
anthropology of texts and African popular culture. Recent publications
include Print Culture and the First Yorùbá Novel and A History of
African Popular Culture.

deborah cameron was formerly Professor of Language and Communication
and is now Professor Emerita in the Linguistics Faculty of Oxford
University. A sociolinguist and discourse analyst, she is the author of
Working with Spoken Discourse and Good to Talk? Living and Working
in a Communication Culture.

stephen coleman is Professor of Political Communication at the University of
Leeds. He has taught undergraduate courses on confident self-expression for the
past fifteen years, and has worked with school and youth groups. He is a
member of the Commission on the Future of Oracy Education in England.

ian cushing is Senior Lecturer in Critical Applied Linguistics at Manchester
Metropolitan University. His work focuses on the intersection of race, class,
injustice and language in educational contexts. He collaborates closely with
teachers in designing and implementing anti-deficit policies and practices
in schools.

amy gaunt is Director of Learning, Impact and Influence at Voice 21. She
joined the charity’s founding leadership team in 2016, supporting its growth
from one London school to a network of over 1,000 schools across the UK.
She is co-author of Transform Teaching and Learning through Talk: The
Oracy Imperative and Voice 21’s Oracy Benchmarks.

arlene holmes-henderson is Professor of Classics Education and Public
Policy at Durham University. She researches the intersection of ancient rhet-
oric, oracy and critical skills. A member of the Speaking Citizens research team
with Tom F. Wright at the University of Sussex, Holmes-Henderson leads on

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

the project’s engagement with non-academic stakeholders such as policy offi-
cials, charity representatives, teachers and learners.

alan howe is an associate with ‘Oracy Cambridge’, the Hughes Hall Centre
for Effective Spoken Communication at the University of Cambridge. As
director of the Wiltshire Oracy Project (1983–88) and project officer with
the National Oracy Project (1988–92), he was part of the first significant
movement in the UK to establish oracy education as a major initiative.

katrina kelly is a research assistant in the Department of Classics and
Ancient History at Durham University where she specialises in Classics
Education. She has worked on research projects with Voice 21, the
Department for Education and the University of Oxford. She is also the
Classical Association’s Engagement Co-ordinator.

sarah lambert is a teacher and Specialist Leader in Education at Dubai
College (UAE), responsible for Oracy and Harkness across the school.
Lambert founded the Dubai Oracy Hub to collaborate and share best
practice across the region so that more students may benefit from an
oracy-led approach to learning and teaching.

neil mercer is Emeritus Professor of Education at the University of
Cambridge, Director of Oracy Cambridge: The Centre for Effective
Spoken Communication and a Life Fellow of the Cambridge college
Hughes Hall. He is a psychologist whose research has focused on spoken
language use and processes of teaching and learning in schools.

amanda moorghen is Head of Learning, Impact and Policy at Voice 21. She
joined Voice 21 in 2019, supporting the development of the organisation’s
whole-school approach to oracy education, which launched in September 2020
and now reaches over 1,000 schools across the UK. She led the development
of Voice 21’s impact function, having developed a research interest in com-
plex evaluation whilst completing an MSc in Social Policy and Social
Research at the Institute of Education, University College London.

debbie newman is Director of Noisy Classroom which supports and promotes
critical oracy and debate in schools. She is a former secondary school
English teacher, Head of the Centre for Speech and Debate at the English-
Speaking Union and world championship-winning coach of the England
Schools’ Debating Team.

harriet piercy has taught English at London comprehensive schools since
2015. She has held a number of curriculum roles and is currently head of
English at Haggerston School in Hackney. In 2023, she was a Fulbright

x List of Contributors

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Distinguished Awards in Teaching scholar at Vanderbilt University, USA,
undertaking research into oracy.

qamar shafiq is an English teacher and the EAL/Anti-Racism Coordinator at
the De Ferrers Academy, a large secondary school in the English Midlands.
He is passionate about raising the level of achievement of disadvantaged
students and creating an inclusive learning environment for all. A sporadic
TES contributor, he enjoys reading educational research, and occasionally
writing. He is currently working on his NPQSL.

rebekah simon-caffyn is Research and Policy Officer at Voice 21, special-
ising in qualitative research and national-level education policy and public
affairs. She has been working in education since 2018 across Austria, the
US and the UK. She has a master’s degree in Citizenship Education from
University College London Institute of Education.

tom f. wright is Chair of the Department of English at the University of
Sussex. He is the author of Lecturing the Atlantic (Oxford, 2017) and the
textbook Transatlantic Rhetoric (Edinburgh, 2020). He leads the Speaking
Citizens research project and has written for The Atlantic, the Times Literary
Supplement and TES. He appears regularly on BBC Radio 4.

List of Contributors xi

www.cambridge.org/9781009440318
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-44031-8 — Oracy
Edited by Tom F. Wright
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Foreword: The Oracy That Democracy Needs

We are in so many ways what we say, and how we say it. Yet, while we all
immediately know what literacy and numeracy are, oracy has yet to achieve
the same status with the public or, bar a few good exceptions, policymakers.

In the modern age we have to be able to teach our children to communicate
clearly. If we are serious about equality in society, then ensuring all children
know how to use their voice in all situations where a voice is required is
something we need to address. We need to ensure all young people have a
voice. We need to put how we teach listening and speaking on the same par as
literacy and numeracy.

Learning how to stand up and speak to an audience can be nerve-wracking.
Glossophobia – the fear of speaking in public – is up there with snakes and
spiders as a fear. Conquer those nerves and it is great for confidence. But oracy
doesn’t mean public speaking as in standing up and making speeches. It is
about public speaking when you’re dealing with bureaucracy. When you’re
trying to get something done over the phone. When you’re negotiating with
your landlord. When you’re in a stop and search situation. When you’re trying
to deal with people when you open a bank account. And it’s not just about
confidence but about empathy, which comes from learning to understand other
people’s positions and enter their mindset.

It also doesn’t mean young people all need to sound like the King’s English.
We shouldn’t get obsessed with standardised English. There’s no such thing.
Oracy isn’t about getting people to talk the same way. Being proud of your
accent or where you are from is not inconsistent with speaking effectively.
It just means giving people the space and confidence to say what they have to
say as effectively as possible.

How do we achieve this? We need to start with teaching people how to
speak in state schools. Here in the United Kingdom, oracy is coming to the top
of the agenda. It was good to see the Labour Party commit to oracy as one of
its core education policies.

In both Scotland and Wales, they have got the message that oracy is
good not just for confidence and well-being, but for deeper thinking in the
classroom. The Scottish education system defines oracy as ‘listening and

xii
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talking’ – pretty simple – and in theory at least it stands on a par with reading
and writing. Likewise, the Welsh government has embraced oracy across
the curriculum.

In England, meanwhile, Tory education ministers have long dismissed oracy
as ‘sitting around chatting’. As with so much the Conservative government
did, they talked the talk about removing the barriers that hold people back, but
in their deeds, they kept those barriers high, lest power, wealth and opportunity
slip from the few to the many.

I spoke recently at a conference of teachers, where Professor Neil Mercer
from the University of Cambridge gave a presentation. He asked for a show of
hands among the several hundred teachers present – who had been taught
speaking skills at school? A relatively small number of hands went up.
He asked them to lower their hands if they had gone to private schools. The
hands left in the air could now be counted on a couple of fingers.

State schools need to give everyone from all backgrounds access to these
skills. It doesn’t solve everything, of course not. But it is an important start.

This would help broaden the gene pool of politics too. One of the messages
of my recent book But What Can I Do? is that we need to broaden the political
gene pool, and that means developing the confidence of the 93 per cent who
attend state schools, so that it at least matches the confidence of those in the top
private schools, who are taught to believe that to rule is their right.

Remember: Eton College has produced three times as many prime ministers
as the Labour Party in its entire history. Eton’s most recent prime minister
would have struggled to get a job managing a bus depot, let alone running a
country with a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, had he
not been born into privilege, then taught supreme self-confidence at school and
in university.

The people in this book are trying to work out how to bring the best parts of
oracy education to those of all backgrounds. Their chapters show just how
fascinating and rich the issue of speaking and listening is.

It won’t be easy, and people won’t all agree on what needs to be done. But
we can all agree that society, politics and most of all young people need
effective, confident, authentic communication more than ever.

alastair campbell
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