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While students has some problems trying to maintain a reasonably fluent
conversation in English during the first half of the semester, after around week ten there was a
perceptible change in how long students were able to maintain a conversation almost entirely in English
and follow topic change within the conversational exchanges. From the recorded transcripts, students also
demonstrated an ability to work out the meaning of an unknown word in Japanese by discussing and guessing
the meaning in English without using a dictionary. The recording activities were most effective in the
first semester when students were meeting for the first time and were unfamiliar with awareness raising
strategies.



The original research was inspired by
observations of learners in communication
classes, who seemed able to engage in
communication about a set topic, but who
could not carry the dialogue over into a
more conversational register, either by
providing signs that they were actively
engaged with what their interlocutor was
saying through appropriate backchannel
responses, or could not, or may have
thought it inappropriate in a classroom
setting, to allow the kind of topic drift that
engagement in a natural conversation
would generate. Dialogues were often
formulaic with a general tendency for
interactions to be in a question/answer
format with no topic development

The subject of this style of learner
interaction was of particular interest to me
personally because based on difficulties |
often experienced myself as a teenager,
with maintaining conversations as part of
social discourse, | could empathise with
the students being so focused on
formulating questions that they were not
actively listening to the answers they were
receiving. This led me to consider whether
or not what | was witnessing was purely a
lack of linguistic resources on the part of
the students or if there was something
more fundamental going on. After all, as a
native English speaker, any difficulties |
had had in the past with social discourse
could not be said to be because of any lack
of English ability, but rather, due to the
fact that good conversation is a skill which
takes practice; practice in actively listening
interlocutor is

to what an saying,

constantly monitoring the discourse and,

most importantly, displaying an interest in
what a speaker is saying rather than
worrying what question to ask next to
hold the conversation together. While not
pretending to know if this was what was
really going on in my conversation classes,
| began to consider if it was worthwhile
taking a different approach to how |
taught conversation based on how |
myself had learned to listen.

After a period of trial and error, and with
the assistance of student feedback | began
to formulate a teaching methodology with
the use of digital recorders that centred on
an active listening strategy with guidance
on how to respond to an interlocutor
real-time and not falling back on sets of
prepared questions. Part of this process
also involved reassuring learners that if a
conversation does not go well in any
particular  instance, it might not
necessarily be their fault in terms of a lack
of linguistic ability, but that rather, that
native speakers of any language can have
difficulty conversing if they have no
common points of interest with the
speaker with whom they are talking and
that this might be something that they wiill
experience from time to time in class due
to the random assignment of students into
groups and pairs. My basic stance was to
assume that students had the basic
linguistic skills to interact in a normal
guestion/answer dialogue, but that they
lacked the skills and experience to pull
topics out of the dialogue they created and
to follow through into a more
conversational register, the characteristics

of which involve listening, responding



and following up on what is heard.

This study represents ongoing research
which presents findings suggesting that
conversation as a core class activity can be
a productive means of helping improve
communicative fluency. This is
particularly the case if the teaching is
student’s

focused on building on

interlanguage and centered on
awareness-raising activities which place
emphasis on learning how to actively
listen and respond to an interlocutor in a
way that gives greater potential for more

fluent topic development to arise.

The students who were at the center of
this study were approximately 50-50
male/female Liberal Arts majors who took
elective communications skills classes over
a 15 week semester. In any given year,
class numbers were around 25-30 students.
The students” English ability was around
the intermediate level. In the first class of
the semester in April, students were
randomly assigned into pairs and given
digital recorder with instructions to make
a five-minute recording of their
conversation. As they had never met
before, the first conversation theme was to
find out about each other and to see to
what extent they could develop a fluent
conversation out of initial questions
people would generally ask upon a first
meeting. When the recording was finished,
students were asked to rewind their
their

recording and transcribe

conversation by themselves. This was
intended to let students become aware of
their own conversational style and to
follow how it looked in written form. The
transcript was collected and retained until
the second recording period. For the
following 12 weeks the class were given
advice and awareness raising tasks on
topic development such as using
backchannel responses and appropriate
follow-up questions and how to listen and
respond to a speaker. In all cases, students
were encouraged to create conversations
which related to their own lives such as ‘a
happy childhood memory’, ‘a funny
embarrassing moment’, ‘a recurring
dream’ or ‘a first love” etc. and asked to
follow any topic that came up within the
course of the discourse, regardless of
where it led. Where students did not know
a word in English they were allowed to
use the Japanese word so long as their
conversational structure remained in
English. They were also encouraged to
change topics if the conversation theme
changed while they were speaking. In
week 14 students made a second recording
in the same pairs as in the first recording
in April and asked to transcribe their new
conversation. After transcribing their new
recording, their first recording transcript
was returned and they were asked to
compare them both to find out whether
they noticed any difference in their
conversational structure and interaction
skills based on the awareness raising
activities we had practice during the
semester. Both transcripts were collected
for analysis and students asked to provide

feedback on any differences they noticed



in their conversational exchanges.

While students has some problems trying

to maintain a reasonably fluent
conversation in English during the first
half of the semester, after around week ten
there was a perceptible change in how
long students were able to maintain a
conversation almost entirely in English
and follow topic change within the
From the

conversational exchanges.

recorded transcripts, students also
demonstrated an ability to work out the
meaning of an unknown word in Japanese
by discussing and guessing the meaning in
English without using a dictionary. The
recording activities were most effective in
the first semester when students were

meeting for the first time and were

unfamiliar ~with awareness raising
strategies.
The study has proved the initial

assumption that as a complimentary
exercise for language learning in the
communication class, improvements in
fluency can be achieved purely by
focusing student awareness on
conversation strategies such as active
listening, making backchannel responses
and follow-up questions as well as
allowing the freedom for topic change.
Furthermore, students in the
communication class who enrolled in
other English language classes such as
writing, were able to carry on this English
language fluency into a different skills
asked to do

environment when

problem-solving activities in English.

However, having tried the same process of
recording with higher-level students, it is
apparent that making recordings is not as
effective as with intermediate students.
This is likely to be due to the fact that
higher-level students have managed to
effective

successfully internalize

communication strategies, introduce
appropriate back channel responses and
follow topic change in conversational
strategies. It is therefore important to
consider how the recording process can be
adapted to suit the needs of higher level
students such as helping to improve the
length and speed of utterances in their
second language as well as create a greater
awareness of turn-taking and holding the
floor. This idea will be further developed
and improved upon for future research on
conversational ~development. In the
meanwhile, making before and after
recordings and transcripts of intermediate
students has become a regular and
effective part of the researcher’s teaching

strategy.
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