
Introduction

InmanyquartersandatmanylevelsinJapanthereisgreatinterestin

implementing,providing,andattendingcoursesinEnglishconversation.In

thepublicsector,forinstance,theJapaneseMinistryofEducationhas

reviseditsuppersecondary-schoolcurriculum guidelineswhere"oral

communicationreceivesgreateremphasisbypromotingtheteachingof

spokenEnglish"(Taguchi,2002:4).Intheprivatesector,the10,000orso

Eikaiwa(Englishconversationschools)inTokyoalone(Wiggins,1992),and

thegeneraleducationrequirementforfirstandsecond-yearuniversity

undergraduatestotakeatleastoneforeignlanguagefortwoyears,which

typicallyinvolvestakingEnglishconversation,alsobearwitnesstothe

highprofileaccordedtostudyingthisformofEnglish.

ButwhatexactlydoesanEnglishconversationcourselooklike?Are

studentspresentedwithmodelconversationsasameansoflearninghowto

conversefluently,handlingadifferentaspectofitineachlesson?Do

studentsuseconversationalscriptsasthebasisforpracticing new

grammaticalstructures?Orareauthenticconversationsusedtoenhance

listeningskillswiththeaimofextendingcommunicativecompetence?This

papersetsouttoanswertheseandotherpertinentquestionsonthe

dynamicsofteachingandlearningEnglishconversationinaJapanese

context.Firstofall,however,itisnecessarytodefinewhatismeantbythe

term 'conversation.'Then,itispossibletogoontodiscussthefunctions
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andcharacteristicsofthismostbasic,butcomplexform ofhuman

communication.

Towardsadefinitionofconversation

Conversationisaphenomenonthathasreceivedattentionfrom anthro-

pologists,sociologists,psychologistsandlinguists.Itisthemostbasicand

widespreadlinguisticmeansofconductinghumanaffairsanditconstantly

accompaniesoureverydaylife.Becauseconversationissohabitual,itis

easytoforgetitsstatusasagenre,withitsownnormsandconventions,

whichareoftenverydifferentfromthoseusedinwrittenlanguage.These

characteristicsmaycomplicateinvestigationandmakeitsscientificstudy

particularlychallenging.Ithasbeendifficulttoobtainacousticallyclear,

naturalsamplesofspontaneousconversation,especially ofitsmore

informalvarieties.

Indeed,attimes,conversationanalystshavehadtoengageinmild

formsofsubterfugeinordertogathersamplesofconversationaldatathat

havebothnaturalnessofcontentandacousticquality.Thiswasthecasefor

DavidCrystalandDerekDaveyin1975,whentheywerecollectingmaterial

fortheirtextAdvancedConversationalEnglish.Similarly,becauseaccess

toauthenticEnglishconversation,especiallyinEFLcountries,isoften

difficult,theL1Spanishspeakingparticipantsinonerecentresearchstudy

hadtoresortto"...clandestinelyrecordingtouristsinthetownsquare"

(Sayer,2005:22).

Whensampleshavebeenobtained,however,thesheervarietyof

participants,topics,andsocialsituationsthatcharacterizeconversation

havemadeitdifficulttodeterminewhichaspectsofthebehaviorare

systematicandrule-bound.Conversationanalysisresearch,nevertheless,

hasshownthatthisform ofspeakingisahighlystructuredactivityin

whichparticipantsadheretoasetofbasicconventions.Thus,althoughthe
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term'conversation'isoftenlooselyappliedtoanyformofspokenencounter

orverbalinteraction,forthepurposesofthispaper,itisnecessarytobe

moreexplicitinitscharacterization.ThesociologistErvingGoffman(1976:

264)describesconversationmorerestrictedlyas:

...talk occurring when asmallnumberofparticipantscome

togetherandsettleintowhattheyperceivetobeafewmomentscutoff

from(orcarriedtothesideof)instrumentaltasks;aperiodofidling

felttobeanendinitself,duringwhicheveryoneisaccordedtheright

totalkaswellastolistenandwithoutreferencetoafixedschedule;...

Conversation,therefore,maybeaptlydescribedas'idlechat,'whichbyits

verynatureismorelooselyattachedtotheworldthanothertypesofspeech

events.Moreover,eachparticipantisgiventhestatusofsomeonewhose

viewsonthesubjectbeingtalkedaboutaretobeencouragedandrespected.

Inaddition,differencesofopinionaretreatedfavorablyandimpartially,

andnofinalagreementisdemanded.Mostpeoplespendagreatdealoftheir

everydaylivesinthistypeofchat,wheretheprimaryconcernistobe

pleasanttothepersonwithwhomyouaretalking.

Sometimesinformation-givinglanguageisembeddedinsuchchat.

Thus,intheUKforexample,avisittothedoctororthelocalnewsagent

maywellbeginwithagreetingfollowedbycommentsabouttheweatheror

whatishappeninginthelocalcommunity.Theinformation-givingelement

(Goffman'sinstrumentaltask,above)isthenperformedandtheencounter

finishesupwithfarewells.Manysocialinteractionsseemtoconsistofvery

littleinformation-giving/instrumentalcontent.Peoplemeetingonabusor

trainforthefirsttime,peoplemeetingatparties,andpeoplemeetingon

holidaywilltendtoconductatypeoftalkwhereonepersonoffersatopic

forcomment,respondstotheotherpersonifthetopicissuccessfuland,if
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itisnot,anothertopicisadvancedforconversation.Suchprimarily

interpersonalconversationsaretypically characterized by constantly

shiftingtopicsandagreatdealofagreementonthem.

Inboth(1)and(2)abovewhatisspokenmaybelooselyreferredtoas

'conversational,'butneitherexchangeconstitutesaconversationinthe

morerestrictedsense,though(1)mayhaveledtooneand(2)mighthave

incorporatedonealongsidetheinstrumentaltask.

TheanthropologistandsociolinguistDellHymes(1972)usestheterm

"speechevent"foractivitiesthatareregulatedbynormsfortheuseof

speech.Asspeechevents,conversationscanbecontrastedwithothertypes

ofspeechsuchaslectures,debates,sermons,interviewsandboardmeet-

ings.Eachoftheseisrecognizedasdistinctbyvirtueofdifferencesinthe

numberofparticipantsinvolved,aswellasthroughdifferencesinthetype

andamountoftalkexpectedoftheparticipants.Speecheventsalsohave

identifiableconventionsorroutinesforinitiating,maintaining,and

terminatingtalk,violationsofwhicharenoticedandreportable.

Thecharacteristicsandconventionsofconversationarenotwholly

uniquetoEnglish.EFLlearnersarecapableconversationalistsintheirown

language,therefore,theycanbenefitfromlessonsinvolvingthetransfer-

enceofunconsciousinteractionstrategiesfrom theirL1.Certainconven-

tionsofconversation are,however,culturally specific.Forinstance,
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(1)A:Hi,there.

B:Oh,hello.

(2)A:Readytoorder?

B:Erm..what'syourspecial,today?

A:Uh,..it'slasagnaandchips.

B:Mmm,no.I'llhaveatunasandwich

andcoffee,please.

A:OK.
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Englishspeakersgenerallyhavea"nogap,nooverlap"convention,which

makesbothsilenceandtwopeopletalkingatthesametimeinappropriate.

Learners,therefore,needtobecomeawareofwhatthekeyconventionsof

Englishconversationareandnotehowtheymaycompareorcontrastwith

thoseintheirownlanguage(Sayer,2005).

Thefunctionsofconversation

Themainfunctionsofconversationinclude:(a)themakingandmainte-

nanceofsocialrelationshipssuchasfriendship;(b)theexchangingof

information;(c)thenegotiatingofstatusandsocialroles;and(d)determin-

ingandcarryingoutjointactions.Conversations,therefore,serveavariety

offunctions;however,inEnglish,"theprimarypurposeisprobablysocial"

(NolascoandArthur,1987:15).

Alludedtoearlierandnotedaboveinpoints(a)and(b)aretwo

particularpurposesofconversationwhichcanbereadilydistinguished,i.e.,

thoseinwhichtheprimarypurposeistheestablishmentandmaintenance

ofsocialrelations-the"interactional"functionofconversation;andthose

inwhichtheprimaryfocusisontheexchangeofinformation-the

"transactional"functionofconversation(BrownandYule1983a&1983b).

Interactional-typeconversationsfocusprimarilyonthesocialneedsof

the participants,whereas with transactional-type conversations the

primaryfocusisonthemessage.Thus,whenusedfortransactional

purposes,themajorconcernisthetransferenceofinformation;themain

purposeofthespeakersistocommunicatetheirmessage,ratherthantobe

pleasanttothelistener.Transactionallanguage,therefore,hasbeentermed

"message-oriented,"whereasinteractionallanguageismore"listener-

oriented"(BrownandYule1983a).

Transactionalspokenlanguageisfrequentlyconcernedwithgetting

thingsdone,e.g.,asalesmanexplainshowtooperatetheGPSsystemina
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new car,ahotelguestcomplainsaboutalackofhotwater,adoctor

explainsherdiagnosistoapatient,orareporterinterviewsaneye-witness

ofanewsworthyevent.Ineachcase,thespeakersaremainlyconcerned

withmakingtheirmessageclear,andthelistenersmustensurethatthey

haveunderstoodcorrectly,byaskingforrepetitionorclarificationifthisis

necessary.Asaconsequence,successfultransactionalspeechisoftenclearer

andinvolvestheuseofvocabularythatismorespecific.

Thus,withtransactionalusesoflanguage,coherence,clarity,and

contentarevital.BrownandYule(1983a)alsoobservethatcompletionof

sometypeoftaskoftenaccompaniestransactionalusesofconversation,

suchaswritingdownamessage,orcarryingoutaninstruction.Brownet

al.(1984:9)commentthattransactionalusesoftalkoftendominate

classrooms,asseeninthefollowingvignette:

Teacher:now+herewehaveasubstanceinwhichheatismoving

alongtherodfromahotendtoacoldend++cananybodytellmethe

namewegivetosuchasubstance?-asubstanceinwhichheatcanflow

++nobodycantellmethat+well+it'scalledaconductor++anybody

everheardofthatwordbefore?+goodwell+I'llputitonthe

blackboardforyou+it'scalledaconductor+whatwearegoingtodo

todayistohavealookatsomeconductors.

Asmentionedearlier,inmanysituationssuchasatthenewsagent'sorthe

chemist'sshop,bothinteractionalandtransactionalfunctionsofspoken

languagemaymerge.Moreover,atthehospital,forinstance,thedoctor

mayfirstengageinsmalltalktorelaxthepatient,thenswitchto

transactionaltalkwhileaskingforadescriptionofthepatient'smedical

problem.Itfollowsthen,thateffectivecommunicationintheclassroom

shouldalsorequirethestudentsandteachertoengageinbothinteractional
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andtransactionaltalk.Languageinitsinteractionalfunctionisneededin

ordertointeractwiththeteacherandfellowstudentswhiletacklingclass

tasks,andtransactionallanguageisneededinordertoassimilatenew

information,acquirenewskills,andconstructnewconcepts.Thus,inthe

EFLclassroomtheteachingoflisteningcomprehensionandconversation

skillsisfundamentallyaffectedbywhethertheprimarypurposeinvolvedis

interactionalortransactional.

Thesocialbasisofconversation

Acrosscultures,interactionalusesofconversation,inwhichtheprimary

purposeincommunicatingissocial,lieattheveryheartofhuman

experienceandformanintegralpartofourdailylives.Theemphasisison

creatingharmoniousinteractionsbetweenparticipantsratherthanon

communicatinginformation.Theaimoftheparticipantsistomakesocial

interactioncomfortableandnon-threateningandtocommunicategood

will.Althoughinformationmaybetransferredintheprocess,theaccurate

andorderlypresentationofinformationisnotthemainpurpose.Greet-

ings,makingcasualchat,tellingjokes,andgossipingareexamplesofthe

kindinteractionalusesofconversationthatwemayfrequentlyengagein.

Moreover,asalludedtoearlier,thesetypesoftalkarebytheirnature

listener-oriented,asopposed to being message-oriented.Gossip,for

instance,mayyieldfascinatingsnippetsofinformation,butthemain

purposeofgossipistoleavetheparticipantsfeelingslightlysuperior

ratherthanbetterinformed.

Grice'smaximsofcooperativebehavior

Whenpeopleengageinconversation,theybringtotheeventsharednorms

andassumptionsaswellascommonexpectationsaboutwhatconversation

is,howconversationdevelops,andthesortofcontributiontheyareeach
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expectedtomake.Intheprocessoftalking,theparticipantssharecommon

principlesofconversationthatleadthem tointerpreteachother'sutter-

ancesascontributingtotheconversation.Ifaparticipant'scontribution

doesnot'fitin'orcoincidewiththesesharedprinciples,communication

maygoawryorbreakdownaltogether.ThefollowingexamplefromCane

(1995:54)illustratesthispointquitehumorously:

SamuelBarclayBeckettwasborninabuildinginFoxrock,Co.Dublin,

onaFriday,thedaybetweenThursdayandSaturday,in1906.Every

daySamuel'smother,whowassomewhatolderandtallerthanher

babyson,pickedhim upinherarmsandgavehim milktodrink

throughhismouthand,afterafew weeks,foodtoeat.Samuel

continuedthispracticeofeatinganddrinking,taughttohiminearly

infancybyhismother,virtuallyeverydayfortherestofhislife.As

theyearspassedby,Samuelgrewolderandhewouldgetupinthe

morningandgotobedatnight.Heusedtoleavehishouseeachdayby

openingthefrontdoor,steppingthroughtheemptyspaceandthen

pullingthedoorclosedbehindhim.

AlthoughthelanguageinCane'sexampleaboveisgrammaticallycorrect,

itcontainsanumberofunusualfeatures.This'contribution'toaconversa-

tion,intheformofbiographicaldetailsoftheIrishwriterSamuelBeckett,

isdeviantbecauseitcontinuallybreakswhatthephilosopherandlinguist

PaulGrice(1975)termedasthemaximsofquantityandrelevance.Grice

outlinedfour"MaximsorPrinciplesofCooperativeBehavior"which

speakersnormallyadheretoinconversation.Thesemaybesummarizedas

follows:
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1.Quantity:Saynomoreornolessthanisnecessary.

2.Quality: Saywhatyoubelieveistrue.

3.Relevance:Betothepoint.

4.Manner: Beclearandbrief.

AccordingtoGrice,peoplegenerallygiveonlyrelevantinformationin

sociolinguistically'normal'conversation.Iftoomuchextraneousinforma-

tionisgiventoalistener,wearethendeliberatelybreakingoneofthe

shared rules(maxims)ofcooperativeconversation.Thus,regarding

Beckett'sbiodataabove,becauselistenersare,presumably,wellawarethat

babiesaresmallerandyoungerthantheirmothers,thatpeopleeat,drink,

gotobed,andgetupeveryday,etc.,itisclearlyunnecessaryand,indeed,

uncooperativetoprovidethistypeofinformationinbiographicaldetails.

However,asGricepointsout,althoughwetaketheserules(maxims)tobe

mutuallysharedbeliefsabouthowspeakersbehaveinconversation,anyor

allofthem maybeviolatedatagivenpointinaconversation.Thus,a

listenermayconclude(correctlyorincorrectly)thataspeakerhasspoken

contextuallyinappropriately,andthattheexplanationforthisviolationis

thatthespeakerisbeingironic,sarcastic,orisalunatic.

Conversationnormallyproceedsontheassumptionthatspeakersare

notviolating(flouting)thesemaxims.Listenersmaythendrawinferences

fromtheliteralmeaningofwhatspeakershavesaidandmatchthemwith

whattheyhavenotsaid(theimplicationsor"implicatures"oftheutter-

ance).Forexample:

A:Ineedsomestamps.

B:TryPatel's.

IfBisadheringtotheCooperativePrinciples,severalimplicaturesarise
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fromthisdialogue.Forinstance,Patel'smustbeaplacethatsellsstamps,

itmustbeopen(asfarasBknows),anditmustbenearby.IfBisbeing

uncooperative,e.g.,ifheknowsthatPatel'shasclosedfortheday,hasgone

outofbusiness,orisabutcher'sshop,heisfloutingthemaximsofquality

andrelevance.Deliberatefloutingofthiskindisuncommonandgenerally

occursinsuchcasesasjoking,sarcasm,ordeliberateunpleasantness.More

likelyistheunintentionalfloutingofconversationalmaxims-aswould

happenifBgenuinelydidnotknowthatPatel'swasclosed,andacciden-

tallysentA onawastedjourneytotheshop.Moreover,ineveryday

conversationmisunderstandingsoftenoccurasspeakersmakeincorrect

assumptionsaboutwhattheirlistenersknow,orindeedneedtoknow.At

suchpoints,theconversationcanbreakdownandmayneedtobe'repaired,'

withparticipantsquestioning,clarifying,andcross-checking.Therepairs

aremadequicklythroughtheuseofsuchphrasesas,'Itoldyou'and'sorry,'

asinthefollowingexchangebetweentwofriends:

A:Haveyougota2ndclassstamp?

B:No,Itoldyou,I'verunout.

A:Ohyes,I'msorry,Iforgot.

Sometimes,however,ithappensthattheparticipantsdonotrealizethere

hasbeenabreakdownormis-communicationandtheycontinueconversing

atcross-purposes.

Conversation,then,isessentiallyacooperativeactivity.However,in

orderforittobesuccessful,participantsalsoneedtofeeltheyare

contributingsomethingaswellasgettingsomethingoutofit.Moreover,

beingagoodconversationalistdoesnotmerelyimplybeingabletosaythe

rightthingattherighttime.Wealsoneedtolistenandrespondtoother

participants,allowingeveryonetosharethefloorandalsotheopportunity
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todeveloptheirowntopics.Weneedtobearinmindotherpeople'sfeelings

and,unlesswewanttobeunpopular,avoidcausingoffenceorraising

topicssensitivetoothers.Whenalloftheworkingpartshaveslottedinto

placeandtheconversation'machine'istickingoversmoothly,wehave

arrivedatwhatthelinguistDeborahTannendescribesas"aperfectlytuned

conversation[which]islikeanartisticexperience."Tannen(1984:152)goes

ontoeloquentlyencapsulatetheessenceofinteractional-typeconversation

thus:

Thesatisfactionofsharedrhythm,sharedappreciationofnuance,

mutualunderstanding thatsurpassesthemeaning ofwordsex-

changed,goesbeyondthepleasureofhavingone'smessageunderstood.

Itisaratificationofone'swayofbeinghumanandproofofthe

connectiontootherpeople.Itgivesasenseofcoherenceintheworld.

Lakoff'srulesofrapport

Althoughcooperativeconversationisquitetypicallycharacterizedby

Grice'smaxims,thesociolinguistRobin Lakoff(1973)observesthat

participantsregularlyandonpurposeavoidsayingwhattheymeanin

serviceofthehighergoalofpoliteness.Moreover,peopleoftenprefernotto

sayexactlywhattheymeaninsomanywords,becausetheyarenot

concernedsolelywiththeideastheyareexpressing.Theyarealsocon-

cernedwiththeeffecttheirwordswillhaveontheirlistener.Thus,they

wanttoensurethattheyavoidimposing,andgive(oratleastseemtogive)

thelistenersomechoiceinthematterbeingdiscussed,whileatthesame

timemaintainingfriendlyrelations.

Lakoffop.cit.devisedasystem thatrepresentsthelogicunderlying

specificlinguisticchoicessuchastheuseofindirectlanguageorthe

preferenceforparticularlexicalorsyntacticforms.Hersystem,calledthe
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"RulesofRapport,"includesthreeprinciples:

1.Don'tImpose;keepyourdistance

2.GiveOptions;lettheotherpersonhaveasay

3.BeFriendly;maintaincamaraderie

Theseruleshelpexplainthefactthatweoftensayonethingandmean

another.Moreover,theygosomeofthewaytowardsexplainingwhyin

English,onegivesorders,makesrequestsandpleasintheformofelaborate

questions,e.g.,'Doyouthinkyoucouldpossiblyreachthatteapotonthe

topshelf?'or'Ifitisn'ttoomuchofabother,couldyoupossiblydropmeoff

atthecorner?'Beingwordy,thesepoliteformslessentheimpactofthe

requestandgivethelistenertheoptionofrefusal.Furthermore,wemight

apologizeforimposing,e.g.,'I'msorrytohavetoaskyouagain,butdoyou

thinkyoucouldcollectJimmyfromschool?'Inaddition,bybeingfriendly

wemightdoourbesttomakeourlistenerfeelgood,e.g.,'Jimmyloves

gettingaliftinyournewcar!'

Theserulesaddressthedualityofthehumancondition,i.e.,theneed

forinvolvementwithothers,andtheneedtopreserveourindependenceas

individuals.Ourbasicneedsforbothinvolvementandindependence-tobe

connectedandtobeseparate-donotoccurinsequence,butsimultaneously.

Wehavetoaddressbothneedsatonceinallwesay.ThisiswhatTannen

(1986:34)callsa"doublebind"incommunication,inwhich:

Anythingwesaytoshowweareinvolvedwithothersisinitselfa

threattoour(andtheir)individuality.Andanythingwesaytoshow

wearekeepingourdistancefromothersisinitselfathreattoour(and

their)needforinvolvement.
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Thus,itisadoublebindinthesensethatwhateverwedotoserveoneneed

resultsintheviolationoftheother.Consequently,communicationwill

neverbeperfect.Wemustcontinuallystrivetobalancetheneedfor

independenceandtheneedforinvolvementmakingadjustmentsaswe

threadourwaythroughconversations.WithregardtoLakoff'sthreerules

ofrapport,therefore,wecanseethatRule1,Don'tImpose,makesothers

comfortablebyrespectingtheirneedforindependence;Rule3,BeFriendly,

makesotherscomfortablebyrespectingtheirneedforinvolvement;and

Rule2,GiveOptions,providesotherswithanelementofchoice,i.e.,they

maychoosetoadoptanindividualistic,detachedattitude,ortheymay

adoptamoreconcerned,involvedapproach.Moreover,participantsin

conversationwillvaryintermsofwhichrulestheytendtoapply,aswellas

withwhenandhowtheyapplythem.

Asameansofexemplifyinghow theseruleswork,asimple,but

commonplaceconversationisnowoutlined.If,atafriend'shouse,Iam

offeredsomethingtodrink,Imaysay,'Nothanks,'eventhoughIam

thirsty.Insomecultures,thisisthenorm.Then,theofferismadeagain,

andagainIrefuse.Onthethirdinstance,whenthespeakerinsists,Igivein

andacceptadrink.Thisisastandardroutineinmanysocialsettings.

Moreover,itispoliteintermsofRule1,Don'tImpose.Consequently,ifthis

formofpolitenessisexpected,andIacceptadrinkonthefirstoffer,Imay

bethoughtofastooforward-orworsestill,desperateforadrink.

Conversely,ifthisform ofpolitenessisnotexpected,andIuseit,my

refusalmaybetakenatfacevalue,andImayindeedbedesperatefora

drinkbythetimeIamaskedagain!

Alternatively,Imayalsosayinresponsetoanoffer,'Oh,I'llhave

whateveryou'rehaving.'ThisispoliteintermsofRule2,GiveOptions,i.e.,

thepersonmakingtheoffermaydecidewhattogiveme.Thisisfine,but

ifIam stillexpectedtorefusethefirstoffer,Imayberegardedastoo
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pushy.If,ontheotherhand,thesettingcallsforamorecasual,relaxed

approach,i.e.,theapplicationofRule3,BeFriendly,theaboveresponse

mayberegardedasblandorfeeble,andthethought,'Doesn'theknowwhat

hewants?'maybegoingthroughmyhost'smind.

PerformingRule3-typepoliteness(BeFriendly),Imightrespondtoan

initialofferofsomethingtodrinkbysaying,e.g.,'Yes,please.I'llhavea

scotchontherocks.'Alternatively,Imaynotwaittobeoffered,butinstead

askstraightoff,'Haveyougotanyscotch?'orevengodirectlytothe

drinkscabinetandhelpmyselfbeforebeingasked.Ifmybehavioris

appropriate,itwillreinforceourrapport,becausewebothgenerallyprefer

tobecasualandinformal:itgivesthemessagethatweareclosefriends.In

describinghis"BanterPrinciple,"thelinguistGeoffreyLeech(1983:144)

concurswiththeabove:

...themoreintimatetherelationship,thelessimportantitistobe

polite.Hence,lackofpolitenessinitselfcanbecomeasignofinti-

macy;...[Moreover,]theabilitytobeimpolitetosomeoneinjesthelps

toestablishandmaintainsuchafamiliarrelationship.

If,however,thisbrandofpolitenessisinappropriateinthatitdoesnotfit

theoccasion,orgelwiththecompanygatheredthere,one'swayofbeing

friendlymightbeconsideredoffensive.Indeed,itcouldtriggertheendofan

acquaintanceshipthathad,upuntilthen,thepotentialofdevelopingintoa

closefriendship.Inallprobability,though,afauxpassuchasthiswould

mostlikelybeforgiven,unlessofcoursetheoffendercontinuedincessantly

withthesameorsimilarinstancesofsocialassertiveness.

HowardMohr,creatorofMinnesotaLanguageSystems,detailsthe

basicsofhowtousekeypoliteformsofamid-westernvarietyofAmerican

English.Among thelessonsin thistongue-in-cheek culturalguide,

RonanBrown－166－（14）



Factorstoconsiderwhenteaching
Englishconversation

studentslearnhowtorefusefoodthreetimesbeforeacceptingit,findout

howtoreduceanxietywiththeall-purposeresponse"itcouldbeworse,"and

gainknowledgeoftheproperwayofacceptingagiftfromaMinnesotan,

i.e.,nevercallitagift.Withregardtoexpressionsofhospitality,students

areinstructed"neveracceptalittlelunchorfoodofanykinduntilthethird

offer,andthen[acceptit]reluctantly...AndifaMinnesotandoesnotmake

theofferthreetimes,itisnotserious."Toillustratethis,Mohr(1987)sets

outthefollowingdialog:

A:Doyouwantacupofcoffeebeforeyougo?

B:No,Iwouldn'twanttoputyouout.I'llgetby.

A:Areyousure?Ijustmadeafreshpot.

B:Youdidn'thavetogoanddothat.

A:Howaboutonesmallcup?

B:Well,ifit'sgoingtohurtyourfeelings,butdon'tfillitfull.

Judgingbythisskit,itseemsthatinMinnesotaLakoff'sRule1,Don't

Impose,takesprecedence!

Lakoff'sthreerulesofrapportarenotactuallyrulesassuch;theyaremore

akintosenseswehaveofthenatural,mostappropriatewaytospeakina

givensituation.Ouruseoftheserules,however,isnotunconscious.If

askedwhywesaidonethingratherthananother,wearelikelytoexplain

thatwespokeinthatparticularwaytobe'pleasant,'or'friendly,'or

'considerate.'Accordingly,such formsofpoliteness,which takeinto

accounttheeffectonothersofwhatwesay,areafundamentaland

indispensableelementofthesocialbasisofconversationalEnglish.

Theserules,orsensesofpoliteness,moreover,arenotmutually

exclusive,i.e.,wedonotchooseoneandignoretheothers.Rather,wetry
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tomaintainabalancebybeingappropriatelyfriendlywithoutimposing,

andbykeepingourdistancewithoutappearingaloof.Andalthough

negotiatingtheofferofadrinkmayseematrivialmatter,theimportance

ofsuchfleetinginteractionsshouldnotbeunderestimated.Thewaywetalk

insucheverydayencountersispartofwhatconstitutesourself-image;itis

onthebasisofsuchmundaneencountersthatothersformimpressionsof

ourcharacter.

Leech'sprinciplesofgoodcommunicativebehavior

PolitenessprinciplesalsofeatureprominentlyintheworkofGeoffrey

Leech.BybuildingonthespeechacttheoryoflinguistsJohnAustin(1962)

andJohnSearle(1975),andincombinationwithPaulGrice's(1975)

cooperativeprinciples,Leechoutlinedasetofrhetoricalprincipleswhichhe

claimssociallyconstraincommunicativebehaviorbut,"donotprovidethe

mainmotivationfortalking,exceptinthecaseof'purelysocial'utterances

suchasgreetingsandthanks"(Leech,1983:16-17).

Indiscussinglanguageintermsofcommunicativegoalsandprinciples

of"goodcommunicativebehavior,"heoutlines(withintheboundsof

interpersonalrhetoricand subsumed underhisPolitenessPrinciple)

maximsoftact,generosity,approbation,modesty,agreementandsympa-

thy.Thesesixmaximsareexemplifiedandsetoutbelow.Ineachcase,the

firstexampleisthepreferred/morepolitechoiceandsupportsthat

particularmaxim.

1.Tactmaxim:Minimizecosttoother.Maximizebenefittoother.

Couldyoupossiblyputmysuitcaseinthecar?

Putmysuitcaseinthecar.
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2.GenerosityMaxim:Minimizebenefittoself.Maximizecosttoself.

YoumustjoinusforChristmasdinner.

WemustjoinyouforChristmasdinner.

3.ApprobationMaxim:Minimizedispraiseofother.

Maximizepraiseofother.

Thereiscertainlyalotofheadroominyournewcar.

Yournewcarlookslikeateachestonwheels.

4.ModestyMaxim:Minimizepraiseofself.Maximizedispraiseofself.

Ilookawfulinthosephotographs.

Ilookgreatinthosephotographs.

5.AgreementMaxim:Minimizedisagreementbetweenselfandother.

Maximizeagreementbetweenselfandother.

A:LiverpoolFCwillwintheEuropeanCup.

B:Yes,you'reprobablyright.

C:Theweather'sfabulous,isn'tit?

D:No,it'sterrible.

6.SympathyMaxim:Minimizeantipathybetweenselfandother.

Maximizesympathybetweenselfandother.

IwasverysorrytohearthatyourdogRoverwasrunoverbyacar.

(orthemoretactful,'IwasverysorrytohearaboutRover').

IwasveryhappytohearthatyourdogRoverwasrunoverbyacar.

In discussing thesemaxims,Leech emphasizesthatindirectnessof

utteranceisatactmarker,andthattactisoneofthemostimportant

aspectsofpolitenessinconversationalEnglish.Thisassertioncoincides

withtheimportanceLakoffplacesonoursensesofpolitenesswithrespect

tothemostnatural,andmostappropriatewaytospeakinagiven

situation.

Inordertoavoiddirectspeechinutterances,Leechsaysthatspeakers
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oftenresorttotheuseof"hedgedperformatives;"i.e.,wemakeuseofa

hintingstrategyby,forinstance,seekingconversationalcooperation,or

permission,tosoftentheblow,sotospeak,whenelicitinginformation

from alistener.Thus,dependingonthecontext,'MayIaskifthat'sa

wedding ring you'rewearing?'may bemoretactfulthan,'Areyou

married?'A similarstrategyisusedwhenadviceisofferedwithan

expressionsuchas,'CouldIsuggest...?'Ineffect,suchexpressionscounter-

actthepossibility ofourassumed 'superior'knowledgecausing an

imposition.Thus,itcorrespondsdirectlywithLakoff'sRule1:Don't

impose.

Face

Theconceptof'face'isalsooffundamentalconcerntothoseinteracting

sociallyinconversationalEnglish.Conversationcanbeconsideredasakind

of'work'thatisdoneinorderforthespeakerandlistenertomaintainface,

andtorespectthefaceputforwardbyothers.Goffman(1976)referredto

thisbehavioras"facework."Forinstance,aforemanwhoseesalaborer

sweatingprofuselyashetoilsunderaheavyburdenmayremarksympa-

thetically,'It'shardwork.'Similarly,apersonwaitingatabusstopina

heavydownpourmaycommenttoanotherpersonwaitingthere,'Willit

everstop?'Inbothcases,thespeaker'sprimarypurposeisnottoinformor

annoythelistenerbystatingtheobvious,buttobeidentifiedwiththe

concernsoftheotherperson.Inthisrespect,thesecommentsareatypeof

phaticlanguage,i.e.,languageusedmoreforthepurposeofestablishinga

positiveatmosphereormaintainingsocialcontact,thanforexchanging

informationorideas;suchcommentsmayactasformofa'sociallubricant.'

Oneoftherulesoffaceworkisthatitshouldelicitagreement,hencethe

importanceofsmalltalkon'safe'topics,suchastheweather,theunreliabil-

ityofthebuses,andsoon.Agreement,therefore,createsharmonyand
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diminishesthepossibilityofthreateningtheparticipants'face.

Itfollowsthenthatoneoftheproblemswemightexperienceinsaying,

'No'toarequestmaybeascribedtothefeelingthatinrefusingwecausean

affronttotheother'sface.Theextremeform ofrequest-typefacelossis

probablythatexperiencedbythebeggarwhositssilentlywithheadbowed

beforeacontainerofsomekind,orwithahandout-stretchedandeyes

avertedsoasnottoaffrontthefacesofpassers-by,orfurtherdiminishhis

orherownfacewhenrefusedorignored.

Ifaconversationistoreachamutuallyacceptableconclusion,then

causingovertlossoffaceiscounter-productiveandindirectnessisem-

ployedtoavoidthis.Itenablesparticipantsto'hidebehind'theliteral

meaningofwhatissaidandsavesfaceiftheircomments,opinions,or

desiresarenotfavorablyreceived.Itisalsothecasethatinsituationsin

whichthereisthehighestrisktoface,therewillbecorrespondinglyless

choiceofconventionallyappropriatelinguisticbehavior.Inlessformal

situations,wherethereislessrisk,thelanguageoptionsarewider.Agood

exampleofthehigh-riskcategoryissocialintroductions,wherethe

introducerhastheresponsibilityofguaranteeingthesocialintegrityand

worthofboththeparticipantsandthoseheorsheisintroducing.The

conventionalstyle,e.g.,'MayIintroduceMrJohnSmith,SeniorFinancial

MarketAnalystatHSBC,...'istypicalofformalsituations;whereasin

morerelaxedsettings,societyislessprescriptiveand,'DoyouknowJohn,

heworksinthecity?'wouldconsequentlybedeemedappropriate.Accord-

ingly,thereisadirectrelationshipbetweenformality,politeness,andface.

Inaddition,levelsofformality,politeness,andappropriacyareall

conceptswhich,whenappliedtoconversationalbehavior,areopento

variousinterpretationsfromoneculturetothenext.Andalthoughthere

aresomeelementsofconversationthatareuniversal,thereareclearly

othersthatareculturallyspecific,suchasthetypeandamountofeye
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contactexpected.

Silence

Bothverbalandnon-verbalaspectsofconversationmaydifferacross

cultures.Forinstance,silenceinanEnglishconversationmaywellindicate

thatsomethinghasgoneawry,givingrisetothoughtssuchas'Doesthe

otherpersonnotlikeme?''WasitsomethingIsaid?''Whyam Ibeing

ignored?'Theambivalenceoftheterm,apregnantpause,andthecommon

perceptionofsilenceinmid-dialogueas'heavy'or'uncomfortable'also

testifytohowsilenceisoftenviewedinEnglishconversation.Thus,when

thereissilence,therecanbetensionuntilthe'gap'isfilledwithtalk-

usuallyphatictalk.AscenefromQuentinTarantino'sfilmPulpFiction-

thewinnerofthePalmed'Oratthe1994CannesFilmFestival-usefully

illustratessomecommonlyheldperceptionsofsilenceinconversational

English.

[MiaandVincentaresittingatatableina1950s'theme'restaurantin

present-dayLosAngeles.Thisisthefirsttimetheyhavebeenout

together.Afteranintervalofsilence.....]

Mia:Don'tyouhatethat?

Vincent:Hatewhat?

Mia:Uncomfortablesilences.Whydoyoufeelit'snecessarytoyak

aboutbull****inordertobecomfortable?

Vincent:Idon'tknow.That'sagoodquestion.

Mia:That'swhenyouknowyou'vefoundsomebodyreallyspecial-

whenyoucanjustshutupforaminuteandcomfortablysharesilence.

Vincent:Well,Idon'tthinkwe'requitethereyet,butdon'tfeelbadwe

justmeteachother.
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Mia:Tellyouwhat,I'mgoingtogotothebathroomandpowdermy

nose.Yousithereandthinkofsomethingtosay.

Vincent:I'lldothat.

[Later,Miareturnsandtheyexchangeviewsonthefoodandthetable

service.Then,...]

Mia:Sodidyouthinkofsomethingtosay?

Vincent:ActuallyIdid.However,youseem likeareallyniceperson

andIdon'twanttooffendyou.

Mia:Ohh+thisdoesn'tsoundliketheusual,mindless,boringgetting-

to-know-youchit-chat.Thatsoundslikeyouactuallyhavesomething

tosay.

Vincent:Well+well,Ido.

Evidently,Miaplacesamuchhighervalueonsilencethanwould

normallybeaccordedinsituationswhentwopeoplearefirstbecoming

acquainted.Ifprovidedwithachoicebetweenengaginginsmalltalkand

sittinginsilence,itseemsshewouldprefertositinsilence.Incontrastto

mostnativespeakersofEnglish,sheconsiderssilenceabetterindicationof

rapportthansmalltalk.Moreover,herdistasteforsmalltalkisfurther

exemplifiedbyhertellingVincentto"thinkofsomethingtosay"whileshe

visitsthebathroom.Heresheisindicatingthatsheisonlyinterestedin

engagingintransactionaltalk.Basicallyshemeans,ifyoucan'tthinkof

anymessage-orientedtalk,thendon'ttalkatall.

Italsofollowsthat,onherreturnfrom thebathroom,theopinions

theyexchangedonthefoodandservicearenotregardedbyherasvaluable

talk.SowhenVincentindicatesthathehassome'realcontent'toshare

withher,shereactsveryenthusiasticallybysaying,"thisdoesn'tsound

－173－（21）

like...boringgetting-to-know-youchit-chat,"(i.e.,interactional,listener-

orientedtalk)"thatsoundslikeyouactuallyhavesomethingtosay"(i.e.,

transactional,message-orientedtalk).

Aswriteranddirectorofanumberofotherexceptionalfilms,

includingReservoirDogs(1992)andKillBill(2004),Tarantinohasbeen

criticallyacclaimedasoneofthemostvisionaryfilmmakersofourtime.

Hisdistinctiveblendofsadism,comic-bookviolence,consumeristtrivia,

andverygood,butstrongdialoguehas,itseems,createditsowngenre.He

hasahighlyastutesenseofhowinnatelycomicalmostconversationsare;

comicalbecausetheyarefullofrepetitions,senselessslangexpressions,

wildlyungrammaticalslips,trivia,inconsequentialitiesandsoon.Hehas

exploitedthealmostabstract,game-likenatureoffast-pacedconversation.

Inaddition,heknowsthatourcapacityinconversationforsayingnothing

atpedanticlength (i.e.,theinteractionalfunction)accentuatesthis

game-likequality.Tarantino'scharacterswringtheirtrivialtopics,e.g.,

thedifferencebetweenapot-bellyandatummy(PulpFiction),foralltheir

comicvalue.

Althoughfilmdialogsarescriptedandthusarenotauthenticsamples

ofnaturally occurring language,elementsofEnglish conversational

languageandbehaviorcanbehighlightedthroughtheiruseinthe

classroom.Theseelementswillinturntransfertostudents'emerging

conversationalcompetencein'authentic'interactionsinthetargetlanguage

community.

Withregardtothematterofsilence,Japanesespeakers,incontrastto

mostEnglishspeakers,oftenregardsilenceasadesirablefeatureof

conversation.Thus,whenlittleornothingissaidbetweenparticipantsit

indicatesharmony,notdiscord.Indeed,itmaycontributetothesuccess

andenjoymentoftheinteraction.Therefore,ifaparticipantconsciously

triestofillthesilenceswithtalk,thismaybeconstruedasanattemptto
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coverupsomething.Suchcross-culturalpointsshouldbeborneinmind

when interactions occur between speakers from differentlanguage

backgrounds.

Othercross-culturalcontrasts

Otheraspectsofconversationthatdifferacrossculturesmightinclude

acceptabletopics,conversationalstylesofmenandwomen,conversational

stylesoftheyoungandtheelderly,politenessformulae,backchannel,and

theexpressionofspeech-actfunctions(e.g.,givingadvice,complaining).If

theprimarypurposeofaconversationistobuildgoodrelationships,then

caremustbetakenasaninnocentremarkataninappropriatetime,oran

'improper'movemaybesignificant,notjustbysignalingthewrong

meaning,butperhapsbycausingoffence,too.Thefollowingquotation,

citedinTannen(1984:vii),encapsulatesthispoint:

Apauseinthewrongplace,anintonationmisunderstood,andawhole

conversationwentawry.

-E.M.Forster,APassagetoIndia

Communicationproblemssuchasthosementionedabove,however,are

notlimitedtoconversationsinvolvingnon-nativespeakers.Theyalsooccur

betweennativespeakersofEnglishwhodonotsharethesameculture,for

example,betweenAmericansandIrishpeople,orbetweenAmericansand

Australians.Whenthishappens,thecauseoftheproblem isdifficultto

determine,aslanguageusageisnotgenerallyconsideredtobeatfault.The

linguistGeorgeRenwick(1983)hasexploredtheareaofcommunication

breakdownbetweenAmericansandAustralians,andalthoughhisresearch

dealsmainlywithmalesubjects,hemakessomeverysignificantobserva-

tions.Renwickclaims,forexample(citedinSmith,1987:2):
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Americanstendtolikepeoplewhoagreewiththem.Australiansare

moreapttobeinterestedinapersonwhodisagreeswiththem;

disagreementisabasisforalivelyconversation.Americansassume

thatifsomeoneagreeswiththem,thatpersonlikesthem;disagree-

mentimpliesrejection.Australiansassumethatsomeone'sdisagree-

mentwiththem haslittletodowiththatperson'sattitudetoward

them.Disagreement,infact,canindicaterealinterestandrespect.

RenwickarguesthatAmericansmaynotalwaysfindtheylikeAustralians

verymuch,andmayfeelrejectedbythem.Moreover,whiletheAmericanis

seekingatopictochatabout,theAustralianisseekingapartnertospar

with.Thus,theAmericanfindstheAustralianintrusive,andtheAustra-

lianfindstheAmericanboring.Inadditiontothis,unawarethatheis

makingmattersworse,theAustralianoftenbecomesmoreassertiveashe

trieshisbesttoelicitsomedefiniteopinionsorothertangibleresponses

from theAmerican.Unfortunately,thisbehaviormakestheAmerican

moreinclinedtowithdrawfrom theencounter.Differencesinlanguage

codearenotgenerallyheldresponsibleforthesefrustrations;theguilty

partyinsuchcasesismorelikelytobeconflictingculturalassumptions

aboutappropriateconversationalbehavior.

Similarly,withrespecttothestructuringofinformationintransac-

tionaltalkandargument,thereareattimesconflictingexpectationsacross

cultures.ThisisthecasebetweenJapaneseandWesterners,forexample.

ThelinguistReikoNaotsuka(1978)observesthatwhileJapaneseoften

approachasubjectinaspiralway,Westernersusemorelinear,straight-

linelogic.Thisoftengivesrisetoproblemswhen,forinstance,Japanese

businessmentrytoexplainthingstoAmericans.TheJapanesewilltendto

considerevery conceivablefactandidea,many ofwhich may seem

irrelevantfrom aWesternpointofview,beforefocusingonthesubject.
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Afterhearingonlythefirstfewsentences,theirAmericancounterparts

willcomplainoftheirirrelevance,thentaketheconversationalflooraway

from theJapaneseandtryto'gettothepoint'inwaysmorelogicalto

themselves.

Itwouldseem,therefore,thatGrice'sconversationalmaximsarenot

transferableacrosscultures.Forexample,dueto thespiral/linear

dichotomy,whatisrelevantintheboardroomtoaJapaneseexecutivemay

beentirelydifferenttowhathisAmericanoppositenumberbelievesis

relevant.Similarly,intermsofthemaxim ofmanner,acontribution

shouldbeperspicuous,orderlyandbrief,avoidingobscurityandambigu-

ity,conditionswhichwouldseemtoflyinthefaceoftheJapaneseapproach

tothestructuringofinformation.

Havingnowdiscussedkeyaspectsofthenatureofthismulti-faceted

meansofcommunication,itisnow timetoconsidersomeofthemost

importantdimensionsofconversationfromthepointofviewofpedagogy.

Thus,classroomimplicationsareexaminedinthefollowingsection.

Implicationsforsuccessfulclassroom instruction

WhenapproachingthetaskofencouragingJapaneseEFLlearnerstospeak

outintheclassroom,teachersmayfinditworthwhileidentifyingthoseL1

contextsinwhichlearnersfeelthemostcomfortabletalking,andnotehow

languageisusedinsuchsituations.Bysimulatingthesesettingsinthe

classroom,itshouldbepossibletoproducetheconditionsinwhichstudents

willspeakEnglishwithouttheriskofbeingregardedasexhibitionistsby

peers.ThecombinationofpromotingconversationalinteractionintheEFL

classroom andsimultaneouslyaccommodatingJapanesecommunicative

stylewouldseemtobethemostlogicalandpracticalpathtofollow.Miller

(1995:46)emphasizesthispointthus:
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Ifteachersidentifiedcommunicativestylesandtendenciesprevalent

amongJapaneselearnersandviewedthem as"pointoforigin,"and

thenidentifiedaspectsofwesterncommunicativestylethattheywould

likelearnerstoassimilateandviewedthoseas"targetdestination,"

thenstepscouldbedesignedtohelplearnersgraduallymovefromone

pointtowardtheotherduringtheirstudy.

Coursesdesignedaccordingtothismodelwouldtakeintoaccountkey

aspectsofJapanesecommunicativestyleinearlylessons,andleadtothe

assimilationofwesterncommunicativestylesinlaterlessons.Theterminal

objectiveofsuchcourseswouldbeforlearnerstocommunicateappropri-

atelyinsettingswhichcallforfamiliaritywithwesternsocio-cultural

norms,suchaswhenconversingsociallywithnativespeakersofEnglish

fromwesterncountries.However,onemustbeawarethatwesternnorms

donotalwaysblendwiththeuseofEnglish.Inotherwords,awestern

communicativestylemaybeinappropriatewhenEnglishisbeingspokenas

aninternationallanguage(EIL)betweennon-westerners,forinstance.

Broadlyspeaking,therearetwomainapproachestotheteachingof

conversationinEFLprograms:(1)anindirectapproach,inwhichconversa-

tionalcompetenceisviewedastheresultofengaginglearnersinconversa-

tionalinteraction;and(2)adirectapproach,inwhichteachersareinvolved

inplanningaconversationprogram aroundspecificmicro-skills,strate-

gies,andprocessesthatarethesubstanceoffluentconversation(Richards,

1990).
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Theindirectapproach:Teachingconversationthroughinteractivetasks

Secondlanguageacquisitionresearchersmaintainthatlearnersacquire

language through conversationalinvolvement.Essentially,in using

conversation tointeractwith others,learnersgradually acquirethe

competencethatunderliestheabilitytousethetargetlanguage.The

conversationclassshould,therefore,provideopportunitiesforlearnersto

engageinnaturalinteractionthroughcommunicativetasksandactivities.

Inpractice,thisentailstheuseofpair-workandgroup-workactivitiesthat

involvelearnersininformationsharingandnegotiationofmeaning.The

emphasisisonusinglanguagetocompleteatask,ratherthanonpracticing

languageforitsownsake;thus,"interactionasthekeytoimprovingEFL

learners'speakingabilities"(Shumin,2002:208).

Itshouldbeborneinmind,however,thatclassroom tasksneedto

provideanadequatebalanceoftwoimportantpurposesofconversation:(a)

thesocial-interactionalfunction,i.e.,whentheprimarypurposeisto

establishandmaintaingoodsocialrelations;and(b)thetransactional

function,i.e.,whentheprimarypurposeisthetransferofinformation.

Social-interactional(casual)conversations,aswehaveseen,arequite

distinctinbothformandfunction.Theemphasisisoncreatingharmonious

interactionsbetweenparticipants,ratherthanonaccuratelycommunicat-

inginformation.Thegoalistomakesocialinteractioncomfortableand

communicategoodwill.Examplesofsocial-interactionalconversationsare,

greetings,smalltalk,casual'chat'usedtopassthetimewithfriends,

tellinganecdotes,gossiping,givingcompliments,andsoon.Muchofour

dailyconversationisinteractional.

Intransactionalconversationsthefocusisonthemessage,e.g.,when

giving/receivingdirectionstoalocation,orgiving/followinginstructions

onhowtodoatask.Accurateandcoherentcommunicationofthemessage

isimportant,aswellasconfirmation thatthemessagehasbeen
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understood.Approachestotheteachingofbothlisteningcomprehension

andconversationarefundamentallyaffectedbywhethertheprimary

purposesinvolvedareinteractionalortransactional.

Someexamplesofwhatmayconstituteacourseintheapproach

advocated above may serve to illustrate concepts.Pairwork and

groupwork,initiallywithtightlycontrolledtasks,wouldbedeployedas

effectivewaysofstructuringactivitiesaswellasapracticalmeansof

managingstudentsinlargeclasses.Thus,attheinitialstage,theuseof

pre-communicativeactivitiesmaybeappropriate.Theseprovidecontrolled

practiceofformalaspectsofconversationandincludedrills,dialogs,and

otherexerciseswhereminimallearnerinputisrequired.Alittlelateron,

teacherscouldintroducecommunicativeactivitieswhich,beinglearner-

centered,requireanddependonlearnerinput.Generally,communicative

activitiesareoftwotypes:(i)social-interactionalactivities;and(ii)

functional-transactionalactivities,reflectingthetwomainpurposesof

conversation(Littlewood,1984).Duringtheseactivities,itisusefulto

assigngroupmembersspecificrolessuchascaptain(tocoordinatethe

activity),secretary(torecordgroupdecisions),andspokesperson(toreport

backtotheteacherandclass).Becausethespokespersonisrepresentingthe

group,therewould beminimalindividualrisk involved.Grammar,

vocabularyandcommunicationgamescombiningintra-groupcooperation

withinter-groupcompetition-wherestudentsarepermitted,andindeed

required,tocarryoutconsensuscheckswithteam-matesbeforeanswering

fortheirgroup-shouldalsobeanintegralpartofclassroominteraction.

Textbooksandresourcebooksforengaginglearnersinsuchtypesof

conversationalinteractionusinganindirectapproacharemany,butsome

ofthemostusefulincludethoselistedbelowinFigure1.
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Castle,etal.(2000) NewHeadwayTeacher'sResourceBook

Doff,etal.(1991) LanguageinUsePre-Intermediate

Frank,etal.(1982) ChallengetoThink

Furr(2007) ReadingCircles:Teacher'sHandbook

Golebiowska,(1990) GettingStudentstoTalk

Hadfield(1996) CommunicationGames

Helgesenetal.(2004)EnglishFirsthandNewGold

Klippel,(1984) KeepTalking:CommunicativeFluencyActivities

Soars,etal.(2003) NewHeadwayIntermediate

Ur,(1981) DiscussionsthatWork

Wallwork(1997) DiscussionsA-ZIntermediate

Watcyn-Jones(1984)PairWork

Wingate(1993) GettingBeginnerstoTalk

Figure1Textbooksandresourcebooksthattakeanindirectapproach

Manyoftheactivitiesinthesevaluabletextsandresourcebooksare

foundedontheprinciplesofmessage-orientedcommunication,learner-

centeredness,cooperationandempathy.Twokeydevicesthathelpformthe

frameworkoftheseactivitiesare:informationgap,andopiniongap.

Information-gapexercisesforcelearnerstoexchangeinformationinorder

tofindasolution,e.g.,tore-constructatext,solveapuzzleorjigsawtask.

Opiniongapsarecreatedbyexercisesthatincludecontroversialtextsor

thought-provokingideas,andwhichrequirethelearnerstodescribeand

perhapsdefendtheirviewson theseideas.Examplesofopinion-gap

activitiesare:rankingexercises,valuesclarificationexercises,andthinking

creatively.Othertypesofopinion-gapactivitymayincludediscussion

gamesthatstimulatelearners'interestsandimaginationsandinvolvethem

inthinkingabouttheirownvaluesandpriorities(Klippel,1984).
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Conversationtopicsearlyoninacoursemightbenon-contentious,for

instance,talkingabouteating,homes,holidaysandfestivals,etc.,whereas

lateron,topicsmightbemorecontroversial,e.g.,talkingaboutage,

marriage,religiousbeliefs,etc.,aboutwhichstudentswouldbeexpectedto

giveopinions.Inearlylessons,studentsmightalsopreparespeechnotes,

andhavetheteachergoovertheirgrammarbeforemakingoralpresenta-

tions.Astimewenton,opportunitiesformorespontaneousandunre-

hearsedspeakingcouldbeintroduced.Inthisway,asmoothprogression

couldbemadefromtheformalizedspeechmakingthatstudentsareusedto

intheirL1,tothemorespontaneousconversationalstylevaluedinthe

West.Initially,theremightbeasetspeakingorderandparticipationmight

havetoberequested,whereasinlaterlessons,volunteerparticipation,

includingquestionsandfeedbackabouttheteacher'sandotherstudents'

commentscouldbefostered.Moreover,groupsmightdiscussissuesand

reportaconsensusinearlylessons,whereasopen-classdiscussionsmight

becomepossiblelateronviatrainingandpractice.Thus,thecombinationof

teachingstrategiesthatdrawonthedynamicsoftheJapaneseclassroom

withstrategiesthatpromoteawesternstyleofinteractionisatcoreofthis

approach.

Accordingly,fundamentaltosuccessfulclassroominteractionaswell

astonarrowingtheculturalgapthatsometimescausesfrustrationisan

appropriatecross-culturalawareness,heldbybothteacherandlearner,of

contrastsincommunicativestyle.Manyseasonedinstructorssuccessfully

usesuch'culturallyinformed'approaches.Theirclassesareevidencethat

communicativemethodswhicharecoordinatedandreferencedtothekey

featuresofboth Japaneseandwestern socio-culturalnormscan be

attractiveandbeneficialtoJapanesestudents.
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Thedirectapproach:Afocusonformalfeaturesofconversation

Inadditiontotheindirectapproachtoteachingconversationoutlinedabove

which,whileaccommodatingJapaneseconversationalstyleisfocusedon

usingcommunicativeactivitiestogenerateconversationalinteraction,a

directapproachwhichaddressesspecificaspectsofconversationalinterac-

tionandmanagementwouldalsoproveappropriate.Abalancedform of

instructionwouldthereforebeachievedbyrecognizingthatalthough

communicativetasksfocusontheinteractionalandtransactionalusesof

conversationandprovideusefullanguagelearningopportunities,method-

ologyshouldalsodirectlyaddressthenatureandformalfeaturesof

conversation.These include:turn-taking strategies;topic behavior;

routinesforopening,closingandinterrupting;repairstrategies;appropri-

atestylesofspeaking;simplificationsinrapidcolloquialspeech;and

conversationalgrammarandlexis.Inordertopursuethisgoal,suitable

publishedmaterialsfortheexplicitteachingofconversationalskills,

strategiesandstructuralfeaturesarenecessary.Someofthemostuseful

materialsarelistedinFigure2below.

Carter,etal.(1997) ExploringSpokenEnglish

Crystaletal.(1975) AdvancedConversationalEnglish

Dornyei,etal.(1992)ConversationsandDialoguesinAction

Geddes,etal.(1991) AdvancedConversation

Keller,etal.(1988) ConversationGambits

Morrow(1978) AdvancedConversationalEnglishWorkbook

Nolasco,etal.(1987)Conversation

Viney,etal.(1996) Handshake

Figure2Textbooksandresourcebooksthattakeadirectapproach
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Whenengagedintheprocessofdevelopinganddeployingclassroom

materialsandactivities,itisimportantforteacherstomonitortheiruseto

determinewhichaspectsofconversationtheypracticeinreality.For

instance,whichtopicsandtransactionshavebeenselectedandperformed

satisfactorily? Are social-interactionaluses ofconversation covered

adequately?Andsoon.

OutlinedinAppendix1isarole-playbasedconversationlessonfor

intermediate-levelstudents(Richards,1990:82-84).Afterthislessonwas

conducted,datawerecollectedonthetypesofconversationalinteraction

anddiscourselearnersproducedwhenengagedintherole-playtasks.It

was found that learners used many forms of transactionaland

interactionalconversation,e.g.,repairs(ofgrammar,vocabularyand

appropriateness),requestsforclarification,shortandlongturns,openings

andclosings,topiccontrol,andtheuseofpoliteforms.

Conclusion

Thisexploratorystudyofthenatureofconversationhasledmetoa

greaterappreciationofkeyaspectsofthismulti-facetedandcomplexform

ofhumancommunication.Itsfunctionsarenumerous,butinteractional

andtransactionalusescometothefore.Itssocialfoundationsrundeepin

thatitassistsusinpresentinganimageofourselvestoothers,ithelpsus

cooperatewithoneanotherandnegotiatemeanings,andwecanmanipulate

ittoeitherenhanceordiminishthelevelofrapport.Inaddition,by

adjustingourcommunicativebehaviortoparticularsituations,itallowsus

toexpressourselveswithadegreeofmodestyandgenerosity,tactand

diplomacy,empathyandsympathy.

ThelatterstagesofthisstudyfocusedonJapan,whereIendeavoredto

identify thecontextswithin which Japaneselearnersfeelthemost

comfortabletalking,aswellashowlanguageisusedinthosesettings.
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AlludedtowerethedominantbehavioralpatternsofJapanesecollege

students,suchasapredilectionfornotaskingquestions,norvolunteering

answers,andthehabitofconferringwithotherswhenrequestedtorespond

totheteacher,i.e.,apredispositionforanon-interactive,passiveroleand

teacher-ledlessons,allofwhichpresenttheconversationteacherwitha

challengingassignment.ThisbehaviorwasfoundtoreflectJapanese

socio-culturalandsocio-pragmaticnormswhicharefosteredinearly

educationandfurtheringrainedinhighschool(Miller,1995).Anawareness

andacceptanceofthesedifferencesisessentialiftheconversationteacheris

tobesuccessful.

Finally,twocomplementaryapproachestoteachingEnglishconversa-

tionwereadvocated:anindirectapproachwhichutilizescommunicative

activitiestogenerateconversationalinteraction;andadirectapproach

whichaddressesspecificaspectsofconversationalmanagement.Abalance

ofbothapproacheswouldseemtobethebestoption.Ultimately,iflearners

arepressedtogettheirmeaningsacrossinordertofulfillanengagingand

challengingcommunicativetask,theywillhavetouseany/alltheEnglish

knowledgeandskilltheypossess.Fosteringthisflexibilityintheforeign

languageclassroom isfundamentaltoattaininganadequatedegreeof

conversationalcompetence.
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Appendix1

Arole-playbasedconversationlessonplanforintermediate-levelstudents

(Richards,1990:82-84)
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