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Abstract:

Background 
“Teacher talk” is likely to have a considerable bearing on the child’s 
learning but measuring the communication environment in the classroom 
can present challenges. One tool which does this is the Communication 
Supporting Classroom Observation Tool (CSCOT). Initial use suggested 
that it was valid and reliably used by specialists (psychologists and 
speech and language therapists) and SENCOs. A key question is whether 
it can be used routinely by classroom teachers and whether results 
coincide with those in earlier studies. 

Method 
CSCOT observations were carried out by teachers in 33 schools (32 
Reception classrooms, 25 in Year 1 and 25 in Year 2) in two local 
authorities in the North East of England and teachers were asked 
afterwards to reflect on their experiences using the tool.   

Results 
Scores were in line with those in earlier studies and were consistently 
higher on all dimensions for reception compared to Year 2, but there was 
no difference between other year groups. Results were mostly consistent 
with the original studies. Language learning environment was higher 
relative to both language learning opportunities and interactions across 
all years (which again did not differ). There was a moderate interaction 
between language learning environment where scores were significantly 
higher in the Reception group and lower in the Year 2 group. Teachers 
supported the use of the CSCOT in their feedback, suggesting that 
CSCOT was easy to use and useful in informing practice. 
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Conclusions 
The CSCOT clearly has utility as a starting point in auditing classroom 
communication. It allows teachers to compare between classrooms and 
year groups and potentially fosters collaboration between teachers and 
specialist practitioners who focus on communication such as speech and 
language therapists. Further work could link the observation tool into an 
intervention program co-constructed with teachers.
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Abstract  
Background

The nature of “Teacher talk” is likely to have a considerable bearing on the child’s 

learning but measuring the communication environment in the classroom can present 

challenges. One tool which does this is the Communication Supporting Classroom 

Observation Tool (CSCOT). Initial use suggested that it was valid and reliably used by 

specialists (psychologists and speech and language therapists) and SENCOs. A key 

question is whether it can be used routinely by classroom teachers and whether results 

coincide with those in earlier studies.

Method

CSCOT observations were carried out by teachers in 33 schools (32 Reception 

classrooms, 25 in Year 1 and 25 in Year 2) in two local authorities in the North East of 

England and teachers were asked afterwards to reflect on their experiences using the tool.  

Results

Scores were in line with those in earlier studies and were consistently higher on all 

dimensions for reception compared to Year 2, but there was no difference between other 

year groups. Results were mostly consistent with the original studies. Language learning 

environment was higher relative to both language learning opportunities and interactions 

across all years (which again did not differ). There was a moderate interaction between 

language learning environment where scores were significantly higher in the Reception 

group and lower in the Year 2 group. Teachers supported the use of the CSCOT in their 

feedback, suggesting that CSCOT was easy to use and useful in informing practice. 
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Conclusions

The CSCOT clearly has utility as a starting point in auditing classroom communication. It 

allows teachers to compare between classrooms and year groups and potentially fosters 

collaboration between teachers and specialist practitioners who focus on communication 

such as speech and language therapists. Further work could link the observation tool into 

an intervention program co-constructed with teachers.
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Background 

The development of oral language skills in early childhood is central to the child’s 

capacity to succeed in the classroom and the playground (Ashman & Conway, 2017; 

Mashburn et al., 2008; Justice, 2004) and in specific academic tasks such as the 

acquisition of subject-specific vocabulary (Nagy & Townsend, 2012) and both reading 

and writing (Cabel et al., 2015; Duncan et al., 2007; Whorrall & Cabel, 2016). Yet, the 

amount and type of language and emergent literacy activities vary considerably in 

preschool and early years classrooms, potentially leading to very different preschool 

communication experiences (Connor et al., 2006). For example, Wright and Neuman 

(2014) found evidence for preschool teachers inconsistently explaining word meanings 

when teaching words, or teaching words in an intentional, pragmatic and context-driven 

manner. Further, these differences were sensitive to social demographics. As such, it is 

useful for teachers to be aware of their own communication skills and the way they can 

foster the communication skills of their pupils.

There are three key elements to the classroom language environment. Firstly, language 

learning environments (LLE) give children access to further language development and 

provides numerous opportunities for children to communicate with their classroom peers 

and adults (Justice, 2004). Print-rich classroom environments are likely to contain 

reading and writing areas, student displays of work and topic display areas containing 

physical materials and props which give children the opportunity to comment and express 

ideas with others (Dowhower & Beagle, 1998; Justice, 2004). Secondly, creating 

language learning opportunities (LLO) for children enhances their oral language and 
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significantly impacts on language learning. Examples of this are adult-led story book 

engagement, structured interactions with both peers and adults in the classroom, and 

smaller but inclusive group work (Brigman & Webb, 2003; Chapman, 2000; Coyne et al., 

2009; Justice et al., 2011; Mashburn et al., 2009; Turnbull et al., 2009). Finally, engaging 

children in high quality language learning interactions (LLI) with adults in the classroom 

is important for oral language development. For example, repeated and extended 

interactive instruction by teachers during storybook reading leads to significant gains in 

vocabulary and both receptive and expressive language more generally (Wasik & Bond, 

2001; Coyne et al., 2009). Although these skills are important in their own right, it is also 

important to know how these play out across year groups and also how they interrelate 

with one another and the impact that this would have on teaching practice (Long, Sanetti, 

Collier-Meek, Gallucci, Altschaefl & Kratochwill 2016).The concern would be that LLE 

might be relatively high but that this would not affect the levels of LLO or LLI 

implemented, with schools effectively using equipment as a proxy for teacher led 

activity. Another concern relates to the tension between the language learning needs of 

children within the classroom, and having these fit alongside the requirements of the 

English classroom curriculum. In England the ‘Statutory Framework for the Early Years 

Foundation Stage’ (SFEYFS; Department of Education, 2017) and the English National 

Curriculum for Key Stages 1 and 2 (Department of Education, 2013) both emphasise the 

importance of oral language and literacy, and are considered key areas of learning and 

‘an essential foundation for success in all subjects’ (English National Curriculum, 2013; 

p.10). The SFEYFS lists communication and language capabilities as supportive of 

literacy, one of the ‘prime areas’ of learning, and the English National Curriculum 
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highlights achievement in speaking and listening skills as an important aim for the 

English Subject in Key Stages 1 and 2 (DfE, 2013). However, this needs to be considered 

against a background of educational funding in the UK which is being increasingly 

devolved to schools (ICAN & RCSLT, 2018), allowing schools to make their own 

choices about the programs they adopt driven by pressure to achieve well in formalised 

assessments such as SATs. The concern is that a tension may arise as teachers attempt to 

reconcile the communication needs of the child and the demands of the curriculum.

Classroom observational measures 

As these areas may be insufficient or inconsistent across classrooms, how we measure 

these aspects of the environment is key to improving them. A number of observational 

measures have focused on examining teachers’ language promoting practices. For 

example, The Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta et al., 2007), and 

Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale – Revised (ECERS-R; Harms et al., 2004; 

see Law et al. 2004) are well evidenced measures which have been used to examine 

classroom quality (e.g. LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007), but the scope of what they 

measure are more restricted. The CLASS only examines the social and emotional climate 

and instructional supports for learning in a classroom, while the ECERS-R focuses on the 

quality of provision for language and literacy development for nursery and preschool 

children in classroom communication. Another measure is the ICAN Primary Talk 

Programme (ICANPTP; I CAN, 2007) which specifically focuses on KS1 and KS2 

language and communication levels and includes both a related training programme 

(Primary Talk Supporting Communication) and a classroom observation tool (e.g. 

Page 6 of 39

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cltt

Child Language Teaching and Therapy

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

7

Stackhouse et al., 2009, Leyden et al., 2011, ICAN, 2016). Although considered valuable 

by practitioners (Stackhouse et al., 2009; Leyden et al., 2011, ICAN, 2016), there has 

been little rigorous research on its efficacy or validity. It also focuses upon the evaluation 

of the effectiveness of the programme and training, rather than being a comprehensive 

observation tool for language learning practices. The observations focus on single 

children rather than whole classrooms, and so some sensitivity of the tool to the actual 

changes in language learning as a result of the training may be lost. The other issue which 

is of paramount importance is who actually carries out these observations and how this 

then does or does not feed into practice changes. In many cases such as the ECERS-R it 

is commonly an “outsider” – i.e. a researcher comes in to make the relevant judgements. 

Although teachers can be called upon to carry it out, there is an assumption that such 

professionals are both readily available, that they see it as their role and that schools are 

ready to engage with them on such an enterprise. But, of course, if the aim is not just for 

measurement, but response to that measurement within the school, the classroom teacher 

is, we would suggest, central to the process and should be the one carrying out the 

observations. Of course, they cannot readily observe themselves directly and this calls for 

a school wide approach drawing on communities of practice to bring about change 

(Schlager & Fusco (2003).

One tool which has been created to include these three elements is the Communication 

Supporting Classrooms Observation Tool (CSCOT) (Dockrell et al., 2012; 2015). These 

papers report the development of the CSCOT measure and the results of a feasibility 

study carried out over 101 classrooms in 39 schools across 10 local authorities in 
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England. The results suggested that the CSCOT discriminated well between different age 

groups within the sample (Reception (4-5 years), Year 1 (5-6 years) and Year 2 (6-7 

years)) and between different schools. In addition, significant differences were found 

across the three dimensions of the CSCOT measure Results suggest that the tool can be 

reliably applied across different schools and communication domains, and can be used to 

audit current practice capturing a classroom’s communication strengths and weaknesses. 

However, the initial Dockrell et al. (2012) study examined CSCOT observations made by 

practitioners who specialized in language development (e.g. speech and language 

therapists, psychologists etc.) and by SENCOs rather than the classroom teachers 

themselves.  The key to the deployment of such measures is that they must be 

functionally useful to the teacher in the classroom, but recording teachers’ experiences 

was not part of the initial study. Concern has been raised about how little attention 

teachers pay to empirical evidence when making decisions in the classroom (Dagenais et 

al., 2012). A systematic approach to implementation would provide teachers with 

understanding of the evidence supporting the measure as well as the knowledge and 

means to carry it out (Michie et al., 2011). Barriers to and enablers of research 

implementation, and consequent change in practice, are dependent on the context in 

which the practitioners are working (e.g. Squires et al., 2019). An external professional’s 

implementation strategy would take account of context at different levels in the school so 

that increased capability and opportunity to use the measure would increase motivation to 

routinely adopt the new behaviours indicated by the measure. Key to this normalisation 

of new practice is engagement of the class teachers in the process.      
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A recent study suggested that SENCOs were able to utilize the CSCOT to assess 

classrooms, but this was for the purpose of testing professional alignment in the 

management of children with Speech, Language and Communication Needs (SLCN) 

(Vivash, Dockrell and Lee, 2018). This paper addresses the role of educational 

psychologists (EPs) in relation to SLCN suggesting that this role has been largely 

peripheral to date but could be enhanced through classroom observation. Drawing on 12 

observations in Key Stage 1 classrooms (KS1; the first two years of primary schooling 

including children aged 5-7 years old), these were followed by interviews with 40 staff. 

The authors concluded that there was inconsistency of practice around strategies and 

approaches for supporting SLCN, especially with the nature of adult talk but there were 

discrepancies between the way that EPs and teachers viewed the issues. In the present 

paper, we focus on its replicability relative to the earlier studies and test teacher 

satisfaction with the tool, thus extending the earlier analysis by involving classroom 

teachers in the observations and then asked those teachers to reflect on its utility, 

acceptability and feasibility.

The present study therefore had four aims:

1. To establish whether the CSCOT can be routinely used by classroom teachers; 

2. To compare the differences in language learning environments, opportunities 

and interactions between classrooms in the first three years of school 

(Reception, Year One and Year Two) via CSCOT Observations carried out by 

educational staff;

3. To identify classroom teachers’ views on using the CSCOT tool; and
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4. To consider further developments for the CSCOT.

Method 

Design 

The study adopted a mixed design. The quantitative element included a 3x3 repeated 

measures ANOVA design across dimensions with year group as a between group factor. 

The year groups comprised of Reception, Year 1 and Year 2, and the language learning 

dimensions included Environment, Opportunities and Interactions.  The dependent 

variable was the mean proportion score for each language learning dimension. The 

CSCOT was completed by teaching staff. The qualitative component involved teachers 

who completed the CSCOT giving their feedback on their experience of the measure.

Participants 

Schools were recruited from two local authorities in the North East of England as part of 

the Transforming Tees project, a local school improvement initiative. A total of 43 

schools attended a 1 day training workshop delivered local to the schools within their 

local authority. In the training sessions the importance of oral language for literacy and 

its relationship to school outcomes was explained, followed by the provenance, detail and 

early findings of the CSCOT and the aims of the present study. As part of the workshop, 

teachers were asked to reflect in small groups about the recognition of the importance of 

the behaviours outlined in the CSCOT for their school. Of the schools originally recruited 

only eight did not participate further. Therefore, 35 schools participated in the 

observation, but following data cleaning a total of 33 schools were included. One school 
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was excluded because it was a special needs schools and a second because it only 

provided data pooled across years. A total of 82 classrooms took part (Reception, n = 32; 

Year 1, n = 25; Year 2, n = 25) with a total of 2,369 children (Reception: 1,005; Year 1: 

680; Year 2: 684) aged between 4-7 years old. Forty teachers were involved, with 25 

completing multiple observations (2 observations, n=5; 3 observations, n=17; 4 

observations, n=3). Seven of these observations had more than one teacher present, as 

practitioners in one local authority wanted to do the observations together. The schools 

involved in the study had an average 51% Free School Meal Rate and an average Good 

Level of Development (a measure of attainment at the end of the Early Years Foundation 

Stage) of 66.6%, which is slightly below the national (69.3%) and North East of England 

averages (68.4%) (GLD, 2016). 

Feedback: At the end of the CSCOT observations, the 36 teachers who took part in the 

CSCOT observations from the 33 schools were given a questionnaire with both open and 

closed questions eliciting feedback on the process. Three teachers from one school and 

one teacher from another school elected to take part in a further face-to-face semi-

structured feedback session about their involvement in the project. Thus, a total of 23 

teachers from 21 schools provided feedback. 

Materials 

Communication Supporting Classrooms Observation Tool 
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The CSCOT is a booklet comprising three observational subcategories: language learning 

environment (LLE); language learning opportunities (LLO); and language learning 

interactions (LLI). These are further defined in the 2015 paper as: 

 Language Learning Environment, the physical environment and learning context;

 Language Learning Opportunities, the structured opportunities that are present in 

the setting to support language development; and

 Language Learning Interactions, the ways in which adults in the setting talk with 

children.

The tool includes guidance on what to observe for each item, with examples of practice 

and an explanation of the item. To account for the different numbers of items across the 

three dimensions, proportion scores were created (Dockrell et al. 2015). Proportion scores 

were derived by dividing the actual number of observations by the total number of 

possible observations. These proportion scores range from 0 (not recorded) to 1 

(maximum possible numbers of occurrences), where items were rated on the basis of a 

maximum of five occurrences. Both electronic and paper versions of the CSCOT were 

provided. The tool is available from the Communication Trust 

(http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/resources/resources/resources-for-

practitioners/communication-supporting-classroom-observation-tool/).

Procedure 

Observations were completed during the spring term (Between March and April 2017). 

Teachers completed one-hour observations of a morning classroom teaching session for 

each year group (potentially totaling three observations in each school). In one example, 
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teachers from three associated schools observed each other’s classrooms. They then 

scored each of the language learning areas (environment, opportunities and interactions) 

from the observation of a lesson, and the completed observations were returned to the 

research team for analysis. The feedback questionnaires (see Appendix 1) were sent to 

the teachers electronically and both the single-teacher and group feedback sessions were 

carried out on the premises of two of the participating schools. 

Ethical considerations

The study was approved by the Newcastle University Ethics Committee. Each head 

teacher gave consent for their teachers to be involved in the project and class teachers 

could opt out of the project. In health parlance the study was considered to be service 

development rather than research because the activities proposed were an enhanced 

version of routine practice

Results 

1. The CSCOT observations

Proportion scores across the three year groups (Reception, Year One and Year Two) and 

for each CSCOT dimension are provided in Table 1 and Table 2 respectively. 

Performance score differed significantly by language learning dimension F(1.74, 

119.74)= 92.790, p < .001, ² = .57. LLE scores were found to be significantly higher 

compared to both LLO and LLI (both p < .001). However, there was no significant 

difference in overall performance between LLO and LLI (p = .82). Furthermore as shown 

in Table 1, Reception teachers observed significantly better performance on the CSCOT 
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than Year 2 teachers (p =.012), but not than Year 1 teachers (p = .054). Year 1 and Year 2 

teachers did not differ on any of the CSCOT dimensions (p = 1.00). 

Table 1 Mean (SD) Proportion Scores for Year Group and Dimension
Reception Year 1 Year 2 ALL

Language Learning 

Environment (LLE)

.89(.08) .71(.17) .63(.17) .74 (.02)

Language Learning 

Opportunities (LLO)

.53(.18) .45(.20) .45(.21) .47 (.02)

Language Learning 

Interactions (LLI)

.47(.19) .45(.20) .45(.17) .46 (.02)

ALL .63 .53 .51

Table 2.  Mean (SE) Difference in Proportion Scores between Dimension

Group Mean (SE)

LLE versus LLO .27(.03)

LLE versus LLI .29(.03)

LLO versus LLI .02(.02)

Finally, as shown in Table 3, there was a significant, albeit modest, interaction between 

year and dimension, F(3.47, 119.74)= 4.597, p =.003, ² = .12. This indicates that 

language dimension performance differed according to year group. LLE scores were the 

highest across the year groups, with Reception scoring the highest, and Year 2 scoring the 

lowest (Reception, M = .89, SD = .08; Year 1, M = .70, SD =.17; Year 2, M = .63, SD 
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=.17). However, there were no significant differences across the three year groups for 

LLO and LLI scores. LLO and LLI scores were also higher in Reception (Reception 

LLO, M = .53, SD = .18; Reception LLI, M = .47, SD = .18) than Year 1 (Year 1 LLO, 

M = .44, SD = .20 ; Year 1 LLI, M = .45, SD = .20) and Year 2 (Year 2 LLO, M = .45, 

SD = .21 ;Year 2 LLI, M = .45, SD = .17). The non-significant results previously outlined 

are due to a similarity between Year 1 and Year 2 LLO and LLI scores.

Table 3.  Mean (SE) Difference in Proportion Scores between Year Groups

Group Mean (SE)

Reception versus Year 1 .10(.03)

Reception versus Year 2 .12(.03)

Year 1 versus Year 2 .02(.02)

The results were comparable to those between reception and year 2 identified in Dockrell 

et al. (2015), but the differences between reception and year 1 were not statistically 

different from one another and year 1 and year 2 were rather ‘flatter’ in the present study 

than they were in the original study. 

[Figure 1 about here]

Teacher feedback on the use of the CSCOT 

The teachers were asked to reflect on their experiences of using the CSCOT and then fill 

out a simple post observation questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed specifically 

to relate to the CSCOT (i.e. it was developed to allow the research team to access 
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feedback from teachers in a consistent manner, and items were seen to be independently 

important rather than a cohesive whole with a single score). Questions in the single and 

group feedback sessions were the same as the questionnaire, but provided in a semi-

structured format with the aim to allow teachers to provide deeper discussions 

surrounding questions or to add anything outside of the questions posed. This was offered 

to all schools, but only two schools accepted. Largely for reasons of time the three 

teachers in the group session provided feedback together in a single session. Although the 

latter arrangement allowed more interaction between teachers, what they actually said 

was in line with what was said by teachers answering with the standard questionnaire 

format, and so this feedback was integrated with the questionnaire responses. Some 

examples of the feedback are provided below. 

Logistics

An open question of ‘How did you find arranging and completing the observations for 

this project?’ was used to elicit responses. Some examples such as ease of logistics to 

arrange observations, having adequate time to complete them, teachers/teaching staff 

being comfortable being observed, understanding how to mark items were included as a 

guide. 30% of teachers mentioned the ease of completing the CSCOT, and all said it was 

simple enough to complete and its guidance clear. 26% of teachers mentioned the 

comfort of those observed, with one stating it made the observed feel uncomfortable, and 

another stating it made teachers initially wary. However, the other four reported that 

teachers were happy to be observed. One issue which seemed evident was that almost all 

teachers (74%) reported difficulties with finding time/ completing the full hour of the 
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CSCOT. This was mostly due to their workloads and/ or finding cover for lessons. This 

indicates that considerable care needs to be taken when introducing CSCOT into schools 

to ensure that sufficient support is available for those involved.

Utility

When asked if they have been using or plan to use any new programmes to promote oral 

language and communication skills for all children in their classrooms since the CSCOT 

observations, 48% of teachers said yes. Two thirds of respondents also stated that they 

felt more confident discussing children with speech, language and communication needs 

with SLTs since completing the CSCOT observations. Moreover, 54% of the responders 

agreed that teachers and teaching staff require further training on oral language and 

communication skills and needs in their school. 

Items

Teachers stated that LLO and LLI were the most useful language learning dimensions to 

observe (46% each; LLE = 29%, some practitioners selected more than one). Teachers 

appeared to select LLO because they found it clearly connected to the standard practice 

encouraged within a classroom (due to its relationship to language learning):

"Children learn from others and modelling, rephrasing and extending 

children’s utterances allows them to hear correct language. Providing 

gestures reinforces children’s understanding and using new vocabulary 
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in context and with props or pictures supports their use of the new 

vocabulary.”

For teachers who selected LLI, they considered it the most important as it allowed them 

to understand the child’s language level and especially its relationship to prereading skills 

and planning for the next developmental stage:

 “It is important for teachers and teaching staff to see and hear the range 

of interactions that occur in the EYFS classroom. How experienced and 

skilled staff can challenge and develop the children’s thinking, develop 

their use of language and introduce new language to children’s talk at 

this early stage of their development. Speaking and Listening is vital in 

their learning of Reading.”

When asked if there were any items which teachers felt were difficult or impractical to 

implement, issues were mostly raised in Year 1 and Year 2 classrooms. Concerns were 

explicitly expressed by 30% of respondents, that play in general and language learning 

opportunities and interactions in particular were not as relevant concerns for children in 

KS1 as they were for those in reception. 

 “Labelling and turn-taking in Y1 and Y2: This may be due to the activities 

they do, as the children are already confident and capable and past this 

stage; so may not be as appropriate to implement in these years. Teachers 
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still do it for children who were still struggling or as a reminder, but the 

teacher probably doesn’t need to re-iterate this for older children as they 

are demonstrating these skills adequately. But, constantly done in 

reception to develop those skills.”

However, in the original guidance it states “It is not expected that all items will appear on 

all observations.” Furthermore, it is interesting to note that this judgement runs contrary 

to the literature which suggests that all these domains are essential as the children 

progress, especially for children from more socially disadvantaged areas.

Differences between year groups

Practitioners were asked about any differences that they noticed when observing the 

language learning areas. From their comments, it was apparent that there was a separation 

between Reception and Years 1 and 2 in some prominent ways.

The first difference was the discrepancy in the language environment in Reception 

compared to KS1 classrooms. 65% of practitioners noted that language materials/ areas 

were more likely to be present and of higher quality in Reception and that these areas 

encouraged more child-initiated language and opportunities than they do in Years 1 and 

2.

 “Lots more environment(al) language in the Early Years. Also lots more 

interactions and opportunities for language in the Early Years due to the 

way it is set up.”

In relation to this, the second key difference was that 48% of teachers noted there was 

less opportunity for the language learning practices, as Year 1 and Year 2 classrooms are 
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more formalised (for reasons such as SATs) and the opportunity and interaction elements 

of the CSCOT to were expected to be observed or present as children progress through 

the school. 

‘Year 1 and Year 2 have these differences because they’re more formal, and 

they have to be for phonics tests, SATs etc, so I don’t think there could be 

specific areas for Year 1 and Year 2 children.’

Where they did occur they were often brought out for a very specific purpose and in one 

case the placement of communication materials and literacy areas were completely 

separate from and ‘not expected’ to be in the classroom. They were located in a corridor 

for use at specific times, and resources/ areas were also shared with other classes.

Proposed teacher changes to the classroom

A final question examined examined proposed changes to the teachers’ own classroom 

after they completed the CSCOT observations.

In regards to the language learning areas, the biggest focus was LLE, with 61% of 

teachers proposing changing the language learning environment. This included changing 

the displays to be more interactive and engaging in classrooms and implementing more 

‘communication friendly’ spaces around schools and in classes. 39% of teachers had 

plans to change LLO areas, and involved getting children talking more to peers and 

adults, which seemed to be by changing the nature of some of the classroom tasks or 

play. How this would happen was not clearly outlined by any of the responders. Finally, 

only 22% proposed changes for LLI, some did outline more specific changes which 
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involved training staff about different interactive techniques, making time for teachers to 

interact with children and using specific tasks to engage in more interactive discourse 

between children and adults.

When explicitly mentioning year groups (8 teachers) plans for change were mostly 

focused on Reception (all 8), and 3 of these teachers planned to make changes for year 1 

(and within this 1 teacher stated it would be for children with delayed language only), 

whilst only 2 had plans to implement across all year groups. 

Teachers also proposed changes outside the CSCOT areas and items. In particular, one 

practitioner focused on changing staff’s age-related expectations for language and 

communication development, and another was proposing to get staff to share good 

practice within teams. Five teachers indicated that they were planning to examine the 

nature of their lessons due to CSCOT and aimed to see which topics or type of lesson 

were good for language learning, and some wanted to generalise or adapt this to other 

lessons and year groups. 

Discussion 

This is the one of the first studies to use the CSCOT with classroom teachers. Clearly 

staff engaged with the process suggesting that the CSCOT can be a useful tool in 

fostering oral language skills in the classroom (Ashman & Conway, 2017; Connor et al., 

2006). When comparing observation scores to the predominantly specialist observers in 

Dockrell et al. (2012/2015), there is a similarly clear distinction between Reception and 
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Year 2. Year 2 children’s observation scores are comparable but lower overall. This is 

especially relevant for factors in the language learning environment but is less sensitive 

to interaction and communication opportunities. Whereas Dockrell et al. found a 

significant difference in performance between all three dimensions, the present study did 

not. It is important to emphasise that the CSCOT was never intended to test the relative 

difference between the three subdomains. We received a strong message from teachers’ 

feedback that, from their perspective, the communication opportunities and interactions 

were less salient as children progressed. This is concerning because it does not reflect 

what is understood from the literature, especially with children from more socially 

disadvantaged families. It is important to highlight that although the schools in this study 

had relatively high free school meal rates, they had an average “good level of 

development” (GLD) suggesting that the results reported here may be indicative of those 

across the country.

Further directions of CSCOT and practice

Many teachers found the CSCOT functionally useful because it highlighted their current 

practice and drew attention to aspects of interaction which they had not previously 

considered. The findings also suggest that the CSCOT effectively provides a forum for 

discussion about classroom practice – a means of communicating about communication, 

while at the same time providing the space to do so. We were asked by some teachers 

whether there were specific activities which would allow teachers to address perceived 

gaps identified by the CSCOT. There is no “intervention” derived from the CSCOT but 

there clearly could be, and so will be worked on by the research team in the near future.  
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It is important to acknowledge that the CSCOT is an observational scale and not a “to do” 

list for teachers to complete every item in the tool. This means there may not be a direct 

relationship between what is observed and the teachers’ response to those observations. 

The solution in our view would be to work closely with teachers to co-construct evidence 

informed interventions for aspects of the CSCOT which would fit with practice in the 

school, test the implementation by looking at the performance of the children and to share 

good practice where it is identified. 

Schools are increasingly driven by attainment targets and this shapes how much teachers 

prioritise communication in the classroom over specific curriculum activities. Effective 

communication is key for both peer to peer and peer to adult interaction, collaborative 

learning in school and ultimately the workplace where communication skills are highly 

valued. Given the concerns that have been raised about teachers use of evidence 

(Dagenais et al. 2012), our suggestion is that instruments such as the CSCOT have the 

potential to feed into the training of teachers and be employed to start a conversation 

between teachers and external professionals about evidence. It will therefore act 

effectively as a middle ground between the evidence gained from a teacher’s experiential 

learning and the type of external evidence found in peer reviewed publications of the type 

used to generate the original items in the CSCOT.

It is also important to consider the variations between the year groups. There is a change 

in environmental factors across the year groups with year 2 children having far fewer 

communication relevant resources than reception children. While the opportunities and 
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the interactions are also higher in reception than the other two years, there are no 

differences between the two later years. Both of these findings reflect what some teachers 

told us, namely that communication is less of a focus as children move out of the 

reception class. This is clearly a concern because children are being given less 

opportunities to interact with their peers and other adults. It could be argued that teaching 

happens in the classroom and communicating happens elsewhere – in the playground, at 

home, on-line etc. – but the key issue here is that experienced adults are not able to 

structure these interactions in a way that they are in the classroom. This raises 

fundamental questions about the role of the teacher in the classroom and the relationship 

between functional skills and curricula. Thus there is a need to use measures such as the 

CSCOT with teachers, and work with them to find solutions to the issues raised by the 

scale. An example of such a program is  Supporting Spoken Language in the Classroom 

knowledge exchange program (SSLiC  https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/departments-

centres/centres/centre-for-inclusive-education/supporting-spoken-language-in-the-

classroom) which supports professionals through a process of auditing pupils existing 

language–use in a school using the CSCOT making changes across the school and within 

classrooms.  SSLIC is aimed at all school professionals working in Reception and KS1 

and supports the development of a systematic whole school approach to language 

awareness, use and support, developing classroom teacher's skills in the identification of 

issues associated with  language-use in the classroom.

The important point here is that the CSCOT is a self-help tool. It is clear from the data 

presented in this study that both teachers (consistent with clinicians) have observed 

considerable differences within classrooms in terms of how much they actively promote 
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children’s communication skills. As such, the audit capacities of the CSCOT have been 

shown to be a useful starting point for these discussions. Although speech and language 

therapists can usefully bring their expertise to improving promotion of children’s 

communication skills in the classroom and help with the interpretation of the CSCOT, 

they are a scarce resource, so the findings presented here suggest that adoption of the 

CSCOT could allow schools to improve their own communication environments.  Yet, in 

practice, there are often advantages in having the support of an outside professional 

feeding into communities of practice within and across schools (Schlager. & Fusco 2003; 

Long et al. 2016). Simply getting started was an issue for many with 74% of teachers 

registering a challenge to prioritise an hour to complete the CSCOT as was the need for 

training (e.g. the one-day training provided in this study). Our conclusion would be that 

support from an outside professional such as a speech and language therapist should be a 

prerequisite to introducing the process and ongoing support a distinct advantage when it 

comes to interpreting the results of the observations. Many SLT services already include 

the CSCOT as part of their ‘offer’ to schools and clearly there is also support available 

from educational psychologists (Vivash et al. 2018).That said, our view is that teachers 

need to be central to this whole process. They are the ones to identify the need to make 

such observations and ultimately the ones who need to change their practice and their 

environments. 

Our data suggest that the content of the CSCOT helped teachers understand further 

training needs, as well as helped improve their understanding of good quality language 

and communication programmes. But one of the key issues is the assumption that many 
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of these communication issues are perceived as less important as the curriculum becomes 

more formalized in Year 1 and Year 2 classrooms (due to SATs). By contrast, the 

language learning environment was picked up and prioritised by teachers. The evidence 

suggests that this may be easier to change but is ultimately less important than what 

opportunities and interactions teachers actually provide for the children. As such, we 

would strongly disagree with the prioritization of the material environment at the expense 

of communication skills (captured in LLO and LLI) which play such a central role in a 

child’s well-being and prospects.

Where communication has been prioritised by senior staff, change in practice needs to be 

initiated from within the school or group of schools, academy trusts etc. However, it is 

likely to need support and additional expertise, with external professionals, such as 

speech and language therapists, playing an important role in enhancing objectivity and 

informing or leading the process of change. For the CSCOT to be optimally effective, 

with sustained adoption into classrooms of communication behaviours in all three 

domains (LLE, LLO and LLI), external professionals are advised to adopt a robust 

implementation strategy (Michie et al., 2014). This would demonstrate an appreciation of 

both external and internal pressures on school leaders and class teachers, acknowledging 

the difficult and sometimes uncertain context in which they work. It would include senior 

school leaders, such as head teachers and SENCOs in the process ensuring 

implementation is supported throughout the organisation and teachers are provided with 

adequate opportunity to carry out the CSCOT. It is evident from this study that the 

process of gaining head teachers’ consent for their staff to participate did not guarantee 
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protected time for teachers to implement the CSCOT. Comments from teachers indicated 

that although the CSCOT helped them to identify good practice, it also highlighted gaps 

in their capability (knowledge and skills) and opportunity (time and resources) to 

promote communication skills in the classroom. Training, for school leaders and class 

teachers, would incorporate understanding of the underpinning evidence into the 

knowledge of how to carry out the measure, leading to increased capability and 

motivation to use the CSCOT. The desired outcome of this would be sustained 

implementation of best practice through the normalisation of identified communication 

behaviours into classroom routines (May et al., 2007; Michie et al., 2011).   

Study limitations

While the feedback reported here can be construed as “indicative”, a more 

comprehensive study of teacher feedback would be warranted, perhaps with focus groups 

discussing the findings of a survey of involved participants and explicitly looking for the 

experiences of different teachers sampled purposive for age, qualification, experience etc. 

For example we were not able to explore in any depth why teachers appear to reduce the 

emphasis on opportunities and interactions beyond the fact that they saw the later 

classrooms as pivoting towards the curriculum rather than oral language development. 

Our conclusion is that it would also be worth exploring further the response in different 

types of schools – those that are privately funded and grant maintained, academies etc., 

with those containing more or less socially disadvantaged pupils, or those from rural and 

inner-city environments (an approach started in Dockrell 2012/2015). But, again for this 

to work this would require specific sampling of schools across a bigger area than was 

included in the present study.
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In terms of the characteristics of the teachers involved in the study we do know that they 

were early years teachers.  We do not know how long they have been in post or qualified, 

the nature of their own training, their own attitudes to schooling, child development etc. 

Exploring such variables could be interesting although not without complications in 

terms of engaging the teachers in this work. It is also not clear what one would 

hypothesise here. Presumably that younger teachers with all the most recent evidence at 

their disposal would focus more on their children’s communication skills. That said, we 

have discussed this in a follow up to this project (not included in this study) and the view 

seemed to be that it was the experience – in terms of age group taught and of children 

with special educational needs more generally, which made a difference rather than the 

number of years as a teacher per se. 

Because our task was to engage teachers in the process, we did not formally test interrater 

or intra-rater reliability. Our concern was to avoid the perception of “checking up” on the 

teachers in the manner adopted by OFSTED. So, our approach was relatively light touch 

at this stage. This was tested in the original paper and was found to be sound using 

external observers, thus for Language Learning Environment it was 83%, Language 

Learning Opportunities it was 71%, and for Language Learning Interactions, it was at 

least 84%. But it is important to stress that, even if the tool is reliable, it is not necessarily 

valid if the construct is a problem – hence the evidence informed generation of the items. 

This would be a direction of travel for future research.
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Directions for future research

Clearly the CSCOT has utility for the teachers involved in this study. It is useful as an 

audit tool and as a method of highlighting key aspects of the communication environment 

at a school level. It has the potential to raise teachers’ awareness of the issues concerned 

and opens up a discussion about how to best address these needs, creating a context 

allowing SLTs and teachers to work more collaboratively. Although we have addressed 

two approaches to validity here (replication of the initial study and teacher feedback), it 

could be argued that the next stage would be to compare directly the observations of 

teachers and external observers to check for both interrater reliability and validity, and 

then discussing the differences between the different groups concerned. Another area of 

potential investigation is the impact that different patterns between the subscales of the 

CSCOT played out against pedagogical practice. If LLE is relatively high and LLO/LLI 

relatively low or vice versa what impact is this likely have in the classroom in terms of 

child performance?

Furthermore, the arguments for the adoption of such measures might be stronger from an 

educational perspective if the findings from the CSCOT could be shown to be associated 

with the results of the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile. One might assume that 

better communication environments would lead to better performance on the 

Communication Language and Literacy scale of the EYFS, for example. Ultimately the 

most convincing research evidence would demonstrate that the introduction of the 

CSCOT and associated practice changes could reliably affect not just the teacher-child 

interaction but the outcomes for the children concerned. 
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One of the strengths of the study was that although the schools involved had a relatively 

high Free School Meal rate (51%) they had an average GLD. This helps the 

generalization of the results to the extent that we can generalise to schools performing 

within the average range, but the problem of communication in the classroom may be 

particularly relevant for schools where there are high levels of social disadvantage and 

with lower levels of GLD. It might be anticipated that such schools would have lower 

scores overall on the CSCOT reflecting the likely lower average language performance of 

the children concerned and would thus present a rather different picture and perhaps 

offering greater opportunities for change. An alternative interpretation might be that 

lower GLD schools commonly receive more resources (for example in England through 

the Pupil Premium mechanism) and, therefore, might well be anticipated to put more 

resources into developing their pupils’ communication skills and so may have higher 

rather than lower scores in the CSCOT. Indeed, it may be possible that this is reflected to 

some extent in our sample with high free school meal rates but average GLD 

performance. Thus, a further study could potentially explore the differences in classroom 

environments of schools with different social characteristics.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that the CSCOT is only one amongst a number of 

observational schedules (Pianta et al., 2007; Harms et al., 2004; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 

2007) and there has been no direct comparison of the utility of these measures and the 

extent to which they do and do not overlap. They clearly measure different phenomena 

although communication is common to them all to a greater of lesser extent.
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Conclusions

The CSCOT clearly has utility as a starting point in auditing classroom communication. It 

allows teachers to compare between classrooms and year groups and between school 

clusters. It may potentially help in fostering collaboration between teachers and specialist 

practitioners such as speech and language therapists. Further work could tie the 

observation tool into an intervention program targeted at specific aspects of 

communication identified in the tool.
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Figure 1. Mean (+/- SD) Proportion Score for each dimension of the CSCOT for the Three Year Groups 
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Appendix 1: Questions from the teacher questionnaire.

What is the most useful language learning area to observe for teachers and teaching staff in 
your/other’s school for developing knowledge of oral language and communication skills?

 Language Learning Environment
 Language Learning Interactions
 Language Learning Opportunities

Why?

Since the observations, do you use/plan to use any new programmes to promote oral language 
and communication skills for all children in your classroom?

Yes No

Since the observations, do you think that teachers and teaching staff require any further training 
on oral language and communication skills and needs? Please circle

Yes No

Since the observations, how confident do you feel discussing children with speech, language and 
communication needs with speech and language therapists? Please rate on a scale of 1-6 with 1 = 
‘Not at all’ to 6 = ‘Extremely’

1 6

How did you find arranging and completing the observations for this project? (e.g. ease of logistics 
to arrange observations, having adequate time to complete them, teachers/teaching staff being 
comfortable being observed, understanding how to mark items etc.) Please specify

When observing different year groups, were there any differences for certain language learning 
areas (environment/opportunities/ interactions) or specific items? If so, what were they? Please 
specify
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Were there any items which you felt were difficult/impractical to implement in your classroom? 
Why do you think this is? Please specify

Please share the key elements of your action plan created as a result of using the observation tool. 
This can include either general language learning areas or specific items on the CSCoT. It can also be 
plans for specific year groups, all year groups, using some practices from one year group to improve 
another’s practices and anything else you think will be useful.
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