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Why We have to Teach Oral Communications  

by Erik Palmer 

Erik Palmer is an educational consultant from Denver, Colorado. Prior to be-
coming a consultant, he had a career in business as a commodity trader and a 

career in the classroom as a teacher of English and civics. As a consultant, 

Palmer is a frequent presenter at national, regional, and state conferences. He 

has given keynotes and led workshops for schools and districts across the US 
and internationally. Palmer focuses on improving students' listening and 

speaking skills, making argument and persuasion teachable.  

Recently, I had dinner with a young woman 

named Kelly who was in my class 21 years ago. 

She had contacted me to tell me about her life 

and her kids, and to let me know that I was the 

most important teacher in her long educational 

career. She said that I had taught her the one 

thing that was most responsible for her success. 

When a student looks you up 20 years later, it is 

a powerful and moving experience. I hope all 

teachers have an experience like that sometime. 

But I was also struck by what she picked as the 

most important lesson of all, the one that made 

the biggest difference in her education and pro-

fessional life: how to speak well. All educators 

know that the speaking well is important, of 

course, but it’s also something that we tend to 

shortchange in schools.  

In your classroom, it is your oral communi-

cation that controls the room and imparts the 

core lesson, but speaking is becoming even more 

critical in 21st century classrooms. Teachers and 

students connect across states and countries 

through Skype, and they share presentations 

with YouTube and podcasting sites. Presenta-

tions that used to be over in three minutes in 

class are now recorded and posted online giving 

them life on the web forever. Cell phones make 

it easy to record and showcase speaking skills, 

and sites such as Flipgrid make online discus-

sions possible. 

And what is true beyond school? Oral com-

munication is valued more than ever. In a survey 

of business executives and hiring managers done 

for the American Association of Colleges and 

universities, “able to effectively communicate 

orally” was the number one priority—ahead of 

working independently, critical thinking, team-

work skills and writing skills.1 If the purpose of 

education is to prepare students for success in 

life rather than success on the test, we have to 

adjust our priorities and give much more pur-

poseful attention to teaching speaking. Without 

doubt, people who speak well do better in life 

than people who speak less well.  

In spite of this, a very small percentage of 

time in any class is devoted to teaching speak-

ing. Why don’t teachers teach children how to 

speak well? One reason is certainly habit. We 

teach what we have always taught and social 

studies classes, while often highly verbal, have 
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not focused on teaching oral communication 

skills. Yes, every class at every grade level in-

cludes some speaking assignments: debates, 

discussions, book reports, “Socratic” seminars, 

and so on. Many teachers grade students on 

their level of oral participation in class. But 

what lessons are taught to prepare students for 

those assignments and activities? This is akin to 

giving students a test about the Bill of Rights 

without ever teaching students about the Bill of 

Rights.  

Additionally, most teachers, even if they 

acknowledge the importance of speaking well 

and recognize that students in their classes 

don’t speak particularly well, don’t know how 

to teach speaking. Certification classes and 

subsequent in-service training never have any 

classes about teaching speaking. Not one book 

in the recent catalog of the National Council of 

Teachers of English (over 200 titles!) is on oral 

communication. Conferences offered by educa-

tional organizations never offer sessions about 

teaching speaking. Teachers are unprepared to 

teach the number one language arts skill. Let 

me help by offering a practical, understanda-

ble, teachable framework that gives helps all 

students become competent, confident speak-

ers. 

There are two distinct parts to all effective 

oral communication. The first part is building 

the talk. Building refers to all of the things we 

do before we open our mouths. Sometimes we 

spend a lot of time thinking about what we are 

going to say, and sometimes we spend little 

time beforehand, but we always create the mes-

sage before we say it. Consider this talk:  

 

“In New Jersey v. TLO, the Supreme Court 

granted certiorari to consider the appropriate-

ness of the application of the exclusionary rule. 

The Court overturned the lower court ruling in 

a 7-2 decision and held that the search did not 

violate the Fourth Amendment.” 

 

What does that mean? I heard that during a 

student presentation about a landmark Supreme 

Court case. While that accurately describes 

what the Court did, I challenge the appropriate-

ness of these statements for the listeners. Most 

eighth graders are probably not familiar with 

“certiorari” (though if all students are research-

ing Supreme Court cases, the listeners in that 

situation may be) and probably no eighth grad-

ers understand the concept of exclusionary rule. 

What we have here is an example of a student 

presenting information that no one in the class 

understood or cared about. It happens all the 

time in our classrooms. Here is what happened 

in the situation above: the teacher gave each 

student a case to research; she gave them a date 

for an oral presentation; and she required cer-

tain content (name of the case, decision of the 

case, law the case was based upon). In this sce-

nario, the student got maximum marks. He ac-

complished what was asked. Unfortunately, the 

class learned little or nothing from his presenta-

tion. The teacher failed to help the students un-

derstand the first piece needed to build an effec-

tive talk: analyze the audience. Instead of tar-

geting classmates, the talks merely target the 

teacher’s requirements. Effective talks focus on 

the listeners: what will interest them, connect 

with them, be important to them. 

Whenever a speaking assignment is giv-

en—this includes mock interviews, discussions, 

debates, digital presentations, podcasts—begin 

with an explicit caution to students to think 

about the audience and design the talk for them. 

If the teacher had taught this lesson, a better 

talk would have resulted: 

 

How many of you have cell phones? Would 

you be OK with the principal taking your phone 

and looking at your text messages? My case, 
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New Jersey v. TLO, isn’t about cell phones but it 

is about a principal searching a student’s stuff, 

too, and like you, she wasn’t happy about it. 

 

Now, this old Supreme Court case is much 

more interesting to the class.  

The second part of oral communication is 

delivering the message which refers to what you 

do as you are speaking. I prefer calling this 

“performing” because the word performing has 

connotations that the word delivering lacks but 

that more accurately describe the task. There is 

no point to building a great talk if you cannot 

perform it. It is the performance aspect that 

scares people. No wonder. No one ever taught 

how to do it. There are six keys to effective per-

formance: 

 Poise—appear calm and confident 

 Voice—make sure every word is heard 

clearly 

 Life—have feeling/emotion/passion 

 Eye contact—look at audience members 

 Gestures—gesture with hands, face, and 

body 

 Speed—speak at an appropriate and varying 

pace    

 

Simple. Understandable. Teachable. Abso-

lutely guaranteed to improve oral language in 

your class. Of course, having a framework for 

understanding what it takes to be a competent 

speaker is not the same as having mastery of the 

skills. Mastery requires teaching. Each of these 

six skills can and should be taught with mini-

lessons. Just as you have a little lesson about 

islands and peninsulas, you should have a little 

lesson about adding life to talks. You teach 

about the state government, you should teach 

about hand gestures. You teach how to amend 

the Constitution, you should teach how to speed 

up or slow down for effect. Below is an  exam-

ple that demonstrates  how to add life and avoid 

monotonous speaking. Use this little speech:  

 

Tropical forests cover just 7% of the world, 

but these forests are home to more than half of 

the world’s plants and animals. A sad fact is 

that these forests are being destroyed. Each 

year, 40 million acres--about the size of the 

state of Washington--are cut down, killing the 

plants and animals that live there. 

 

Explain that adding life is critical for en-

gagement and that without it speeches are dull. 

Call on volunteers to perform the speech look-

ing for places to add emphasis. Perhaps the first 

volunteer will add life to the numbers to make 

them stand out.  

 

Tropical forests cover just 7% of the world, 

but these forests are home to more than half of 

the world’s plants and animals. A sad fact is 

that these forests are being destroyed. Each 

year, 40 million acres--about the size of the 

state of Washington--are cut down, killing the 

plants and animals that live there. 

 

Call on another couple of volunteers. Per-

haps they will emphasize other words. 

 

Tropical forests cover just 7% of the world, 

but these forests are home to more than half of 

the world’s plants and animals. A sad fact is 

that these forests are being destroyed. Each 

year, 40 million acres--about the size of the 

state of Washington--are cut down, killing the 

plants and animals that live there. 

 

Students easily see how adding life im-

proves impact and engages listeners. Every oth-

er aspect of performance can be taught with lit-

tle, targeted lessons, too. You can see more at 

pvlegs.com. 

The result will be a room full of competent, 

https://pvlegs.com/
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confident oral communicators. Those reports that 

bore the class? The biography presentations that 

are totally forgettable? The rambling, dull dis-

cussion comments? All gone, replaced by engag-

ing, well-spoken talks. 

The bottom line: we have shortchanged the 

most important language arts skill and missed 

opportunities for greatly improving the speaking 

that happens every day in our classes. Sure, 

teaching speaking will make all of your verbal 

activities better, but much more importantly, it 

will prepare all of your students for college and/

or career. Start now. 

Notes 

1Fulfilling the American dream: Liberal education and the future of work, (2019). Association of American Colleges & 

Universities. Retrieved from: https://www.aacu.org/research/2018-future-of-work 
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