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Developing Mathematical Oracy: Strategies for the Classroom
Summary of "We Need to Talk (About Maths)"
The NCETM article 'We Need to Talk (About Maths)' emphasizes the importance of oracy in mathematics education. Encouraging mathematical discussion, precise language use, and structured talk activities enhances students’ understanding, particularly for disadvantaged learners. The article highlights the need for students to explain their reasoning, justify their answers, and engage in mathematical conversations to build confidence and deeper understanding.
Strategies for Embedding Oracy in Maths Lessons
Think-Pair-Share with a Twist
Pose a question, allow independent thinking, discuss with a partner, then ask students to explain their partner’s thinking. Encourages reasoning, engagement, and communication.
Sentence Stems to Support Mathematical Talk
Provide structured sentence starters such as ‘I noticed that...’ or ‘I think this is true because...’ to scaffold students' explanations.
The ‘Odd One Out’ Activity
Give three or four numbers, shapes, or equations and ask students to justify which one is different. Encourages reasoning and multiple correct answers.
‘Convince Me’ Questioning
Encourage students to justify their answers with prompts like ‘Can you convince me?’ or ‘How would you explain this to someone else?’
Explaining to a ‘Friendly Alien’
Students explain a maths concept as if teaching it to an alien, ensuring clarity and simplicity.
Talking Through Mistakes
Present an incorrect answer and ask students to discuss the mistake, why it was made, and how to correct it.
Explaining Different Methods
Students solve a problem in two ways, compare the methods, and discuss efficiency.
Examples of how these might be implemented: Year 4 Calculation
‘What’s the Same, What’s Different?’
Compare two different calculation methods and discuss similarities and differences.
‘Spot the Mistake’ – Debugging Errors
Present a mistake in a calculation and ask students to identify and explain the error.
‘Convince Me’ – Justifying Answers
Give students a statement and ask them to prove or disprove it with reasoning.
‘Odd One Out’ – Calculation Edition
Show multiple calculations and ask students to justify which one is different.
‘Explaining Different Methods’
Ask students to solve a calculation in two ways and discuss which is more efficient.
‘Estimate, Calculate, Explain’
Students estimate a sum before calculating it, then reflect on their accuracy.
‘Describe and Solve’ – Word Problem Talk
Students explain their approach to solving a word problem before calculating.
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 ‘Which Method Works Best?’
Give students a division problem and ask them to solve it using different methods (e.g., short division vs. chunking). They must compare methods and justify which is more efficient.
‘Explain the Remainder’
Present a division problem with a remainder and ask students to discuss what the remainder represents in context (e.g., sharing sweets among friends).
‘Number Talk: Estimating Division’
Before solving a division problem, students estimate the answer and explain their reasoning. Then, they check if their answer is reasonable.
‘Division Word Problems – Act It Out’
Give students real-world division problems and have them act them out to visualize the process before solving.
‘True or False?’
Present division-based statements (e.g., ‘Any number divided by itself is always 1’) and ask students to justify whether they are true or false.
‘Divide and Conquer’ – Explaining Partial Quotients
Students use the partial quotients method and explain each step aloud to a partner, reinforcing understanding.
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