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SHOW Your Thinking: A
Simple Framework for
Building Oral Language
and Listening Skills
FEATURE  •  CLASSROOM STRATEGIES
By Dr. Valentina Gonzalez

Long before a student can write a strong paragraph, they
need to be able to talk one through. Oral language is the
foundation everything else in literacy is built on: vocabulary,
sentence structure, reasoning, even reading
comprehension all trace back to a student's ability to put
thoughts into words and follow someone else's. Yet in a
busy classroom, it's easy for talk to get reduced to quick
answers: a raised hand, a one-word response, a nod that a
teacher hopes means understanding. Real thinking rarely
fits in one word. That's the gap the SHOW method is built
to close.

Why oral language deserves more airtime
Researchers have long pointed to oral language as one of
the strongest predictors of later reading and writing
success. Children build vocabulary, syntax, and reasoning
skills through spoken conversation years before they apply
those same skills on a page. For multilingual learners in
particular, structured opportunities to talk, not just listen,
often accelerate both language acquisition and content
learning.

Listening is the other half of that equation, and it's just as
easy to overlook: active listening isn't passive, it's a skill
that has to be modeled and practiced. When students learn
to restate what a classmate said before responding, they're
not just being polite; they're processing language more
deeply, checking their own understanding, and building the
attentiveness that supports comprehension across all
subjects.

The SHOW method
SHOW is a simple set of four sentence starters designed to
turn a quick answer into an actual conversation:

S SOUNDS LIKE...
Restate what you heard. “It sounds like you're saying...” This
forces the listener to process what was actually said, and
gives the speaker a chance to confirm or clarify.

H HOW...
“How did you get that answer?” Asks students to narrate
their reasoning out loud, which is often where the real
learning happens.

O OTHER WAY?
“Is there another way to solve it?” Pushes past the first idea
and builds flexible thinking, not just one correct procedure.

W WHAT...
“What do you notice? What are you thinking?” A low-stakes
way in to talk about thinking before it's fully formed.

Using it in the classroom
The four prompts work as a discussion protocol, sentence
stems posted on a wall, or a quick check-in during partner
work. Some teachers introduce one prompt a week until all
four are second nature. Others hand a small card with the
SHOW prompts to a student pair and let the students run
the conversation themselves, which is often when the real
growth in both speaking and listening shows up.

It also works well for family conversations at home,
especially in households supporting a multilingual learner,
since the prompts don't require any special materials or
content knowledge.

“Real thinking rarely fits in one
word.”

What makes SHOW effective isn't the acronym itself. It's
that each prompt asks a student to do something with
language: restate it, explain it, reconsider it, or notice it out
loud. Every one of those moves builds oral language and
listening in the same breath it builds content understanding.

Save the infographic on the back page, print it for your
classroom wall, or share it with a colleague. The more often
these four prompts get used, the more natural it becomes
for students to slow down, talk through their thinking, and
really listen to each other.
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