Speaking and Listening
Appendix A, p. 26-27

The Special Role of Speaking and Listening in K-5 Literacy

If literacy levels are to improve, the aims of the English language arts classroom, especially in the
earliest grades, must include oral language in a purposeful, systematic way, in part because it helps
students master the printed word. Besides having intrinsic value as modes of communication,
listening and speaking are necessary prerequisites of reading and writing. The interrelationship
between oral and written language is illustrated in the table below, using the distinction linguists
make between receptive language (language that is heard, processed, and understood by an
individual) and expressive language (language that is generated and produced by an individual).

Receptive and Expressive Oral and Written Language

Receptive Language Expressive Language
Oral Language Listening Speaking
Reading Writing

Written Language (handwriting, spelling,

(decoding + comprehension) written composition)

Oral language development precedes and is the foundation for written language development; in
other words, oral language is primary and written language builds on it. Children’s oral language
competence is strongly predictive of their facility in learning to read and write: listening and speaking
vocabulary and even mastery of syntax set boundaries as to what children can read and understand
no matter how well they can decode.

For children in preschool and the early grades, receptive and expressive abilities do not develop
simultaneously or at the same pace: receptive language generally precedes expressive language.
Children need to be able to understand words before they can produce and use them. Oral language
is particularly important for the youngest students. Hart and Risley (1995), who studied young
children in the context of their early family life and then at school, found that the total number of
words children had heard as preschoolers predicted how many words they understood and how fast
they could learn new words in kindergarten. Preschoolers who had heard more words had larger
vocabularies once in kindergarten. Furthermore, when the students were in grade 3, their early
language competence from the preschool years still accurately predicted their language and reading
comprehension. The preschoolers who had heard more words, and subsequently had learned more
words orally, were better readers. In short, early language advantage persists and manifests itself in
higher levels of literacy. A meta-analysis by Sticht and James (1984) indicates that the importance of
oral language extends well beyond the earliest grades. As illustrated in the graphic below, Sticht and
James found evidence strongly suggesting that children’s listening comprehension outpaces reading
comprehension until the middle school years (grades 6-8).



Listening and Reading Comprehension, by Age
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The research strongly suggests that the English language arts classroom should explicitly address
the link between oral and written language, exploiting the influence of oral language on a child’s later
ability to read by allocating instructional time to building children’s listening skills, as called for in the
Standards. The early grades should not focus on decoding alone, nor should the later grades pay
attention only to building reading comprehension. Time should be devoted to reading fiction and
content-rich selections aloud to young children, just as it is to providing those same children with the
skills they will need to decode and encode.

This focus on oral language is of greatest importance for the children most at risk — children for
whom English is a second language and children who have not been exposed at home to the kind of
language found in written texts. Ensuring that all children in the United States have access to an
excellent education requires that issues of oral language come to the fore in elementary classrooms.

Read-Alouds and the Reading-Speaking-Listening Link

Generally, teachers will encourage children in the upper elementary grades to read texts
independently and reflect on them in writing. However, children in the early grades — particularly
kindergarten through grade 3 — benefit from participating in rich, structured conversations with an
adult in response to written texts that are read aloud, orally comparing and contrasting as well as
analyzing and synthesizing. The Standards acknowledge the importance of this aural dimension of
early learning by including a robust set of K—3 Speaking and Listening standards and by offering in
Appendix B an extensive number of read-aloud text exemplars appropriate for K-1 and for grades 2—
3. Locate these read aloud text exemplars for grades K-3 in the table of contends on p. 4-6 of
Appendix B. (It is important to note that although the Standards share read aloud text exemplars
only for grades K-3, this does not exclude this practice from continuing in subsequent grade levels.)

Because, as indicated by Listening and Reading Comprehension graphic of this section, children’s
listening comprehension likely outpaces reading comprehension until the middle school years, it is



particularly important that students in the earliest grades build knowledge through being read to as
well as through reading, with the balance gradually shifting to reading independently. By reading a
story or nonfiction selection aloud, teachers allow children to experience written language without the
burden of decoding, granting them access to content that they may not be able to read and
understand by themselves. Children are then free to focus their mental energy on the words and
ideas presented in the text, and they will eventually be better prepared to tackle rich written content
on their own. Whereas most titles selected for kindergarten and grade 1 will need to be read aloud
exclusively, some titles selected for grades 2-5 may be appropriate for read-alouds as well as for
reading independently. Reading aloud to students in the upper grades should not, however, be used
as a substitute for independent reading by students; read-alouds at this level should supplement and
enrich what students are able to read by themselves.



