NUFS MA TESOL: Action Research Matthew Schaefer - March, 2012
Final Report

Conversation Strategies and Peer Interaction:
Building Blocks for an OC Proficiency Goal

Level: Senior High School — 15t Grade
Subject: Oral Communication |

Class size: 20

Time: 30 minutes
Textbook: Hello there! Oral Communication |
Problems:

a) During conversations, many students rely exclusively on memorized sentences and are not
able to produce original utterances on the spot. This produces interactions with little turn-
taking and questionable levels of communication.

b) Many students believe that true oral communication is beyond their abilities as they see it
necessary to always perform with high levels of accuracy.

c) The Oral Communication class is often viewed, especially at the institutional level, as
being subordinate, or secondary in importance, to other English courses. This often
influences the students’ perspective, leading them to believe that speaking and listening
activities are less important for their overall proficiency than focused grammar study.

Goals:

a) To give students repeated practice of information-exchange tasks based on familiar and
personalized topics with a focus on new content emerging from the conversations
themselves;

b) To help students become aware that it is possible to achieve true communication without
high levels of accuracy through the use of Conversation Strategies (CSs) that improve
fluency and interaction;

c) To implement a respected OC syllabus with clear aims and structure, featuring on-going
assessment and half-term exams (Conversation Tests) that aim to demonstrate students'
progress in developing their communicative competence.

What I did:

1. At the beginning of each half-semester, | introduced a topic (“My Perfect Meal”, “A Place |
Like”, “My Dream for the Future”) to the students by presenting my own personalization of
it. Students then personalized it themselves by answering written questions and using these
answers as the basis for conversations with classmates.

2.1 continued to introduce Conversation Strategies (“Fillers”, “Follow-up Questions”, “Fixing
Communication Problems”) as well as recycling previously learnt ones (“Showing
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Interest”, “Shadowing”). Each CS was first practiced with activities that specifically focused
on its use before being integrated into topic-based timed conversations.

3. Students wrote topic-based Fun Essays, which included draft writing and peer-editing.

4. Students took Conversation Tests, following a similar format to the timed conversations and
scored according to a known rubric.

5. Students counted the number of different CSs they used in their conversations and targets
were set for CS use.

6.1 administered a student survey after the final lesson. This was a 20-item anonymous
questionnaire in both English and Japanese. It included the option for students to write
additional comments. The sample was three Tst-year classes (121 students) all following
the same OC syllabus. There was a total of 102 respondents, of which 88 included written
comments.

What | Learned:

[Although the items on the questionnaire | administered in February 2012 were mostly
different to those on the questionnaire from June 2011, there was some overlap; in these
cases, | made comparisons between the two.]

1. Although the percentage of students who said that they wanted to be able to speak English
barely changed between June 2011 and February 2012, there was a shift to a higher
percentage who strongly agreed with this statement: from 70% to 94% (see Figure 1). This
increase may reflect a stronger awareness of the benefits, enjoyment, and possibility of
speaking English. This was also supported by some of the students” comments: about 28
wrote that they would like to further practice their English conversation skills, including 8
who specifically wanted to continue the OC class in the next school year.

2.92% of students said that they had improved their conversation ability in the OC class by
February 2012; this compares to 75% in June 2011, which is perhaps obvious considering
the extra 7 months of studying (see Figure 2). However, such a number still indicates that,
overall, students found the activities beneficial for their conversation skills. Over 30
students also wrote about some aspect of their English ability that had improved since the
beginning of the course. Reasons they gave for this included: having the opportunity to
speak a lot in class, learning and using the CSs, listening to only English from the teachers,
listening to a native-speaker’s pronunciation, and using new vocabulary in the
conversations.

3. Figures 3, 4, and 5 show the students’ feelings of how well they could use the three target
CSs of Showing Interest, Shadowing, and Fillers. All were similar, with over 85% of
respondents saying they could use each of them. A similar item about Showing Interest
and Shadowing also appeared on the June 2011 questionnaire, and there was a 10%
increase from that early survey to the more recent one, probably reflecting the many
opportunities students had for conversation practice between the two. The highest
percentage of students who strongly agreed that they could use the CS was for Shadowing
(40%), possibly as it is not very cognitively challenging.

4. Follow-up Questions was the CS about which students were least confident of their ability,
with over 30% saying that they could not use them (see Figure 6). This is predictable as it
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was the last CS to be introduced and the most difficult to use, linguistically and for other
reasons. Students’ comments included:

“When | think about what questions | should ask, | can’t listen to my
partners, but if I'm listening, | can’t think about questions. | feel a bit bad
when | ask a question because | have to interrupt my partner.”

“It was difficult to use Follow-up Questions without stopping the
conversation. In order to not stop the conversation and to have a deeper
conversation, | thought | had to guess what my partner was going to say
next.”

5. Figure 7 shows how useful students felt practicing the CSs was in June 2011; Figures 8, 9,
10, and 11 show their feelings about the individual target CSs. The most obvious difference
is that a majority strongly agreed with the statement in the later survey, indicating a small
but significant change in students’ attitude. Again, this is likely due to the continuing
conversation practice with integrated CS use that students did, and hopefully the positive
effect that it had. Supporting this view is the fact that over 85% of respondents said that
they wanted to continue practicing the target CSs and/or to learn more CSs (see Figures 13
and 14). Follow-up Questions were considered, in general, the most useful CS by students
- unsurprising, given how integral they are to most interactions.

6. The percentage of students who agreed that they liked communicating with their
classmates increased from 72% in June 2011 to 80% in February 2012, including a 6%
decrease who strongly disagreed with it (see Figure 12). This is perhaps due to the
increased familiarity with, and ability for, peer conversations.

7. Figures 15 and 16 show students’ feelings about the two different methods used to
generate ideas about the conversation topic: answering written questions and having
conversations with classmates. Both were quite similar, with over 90% saying they were
useful. This reflects, perhaps, how both individual reflection and interaction are important
for cognition.

8. The percentage of students who found the activity of counting the CSs in their recorded
conversations useful was high (over 80%, see Figure 17), although not as high as for other
activities. One student pointed out:

“...it's not that the more CSs you use, the better.”

This is a very reasonable statement. Although my intended purpose for students to count
their CSs was to encourage their use, | do not want them to think that it is necessary to
always use as many as possible. Another student wrote:

“| prefer to do the test in front of teachers rather than recording because |
wanted our expressions and gestures and the atmosphere to be seen so you
can see how much effort we are putting in.”

This also reflects that the target CSs introduced into the class are not the only possible
markers of a highly communicative interaction. However, as this course was intended as
an introduction to oral communication, there was little time to expand beyond what was
presented. It is encouraging that some students were able to recognize the limits of what
they were taught and could focus on what is truly important for communicative
competence.
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9. Over 90% of students said that they could understand what their conversation partners
said (see Figure 18) and almost 80% said that they could communicate what they wanted
to say about the topic (see Figure 19). | believe that this shows an overall ability for
students to communicate. Similar percentages for the ability and usefulness of the CSs
demonstrates a possible link. Certain student comments also revealed an awareness that
fluency and communication were not dependent on high levels of accuracy:

“Even if | couldn’t use correct English, | could talk using just a few words. |
understood that | could communicate with other people without full
sentences.”

“I understood that English is a language so grammar is very important but the
most important thing is to enjoy the conversation.”

10.Less than half of the respondents in February 2012 said that they could continue a
conversation in English for 3 minutes (see Figure 21). This is somewhat contradicted by the
recordings of their conversation tests. This is possibly a sign of either self-doubt or modesty.
One sign of improved confidence, however, is that the fraction was much lower - about a
quarter - for students who said in June 2011 that they could continue a 2-minute English
conversation (see Figure 20).

11.Although the favorite conversation topic of students was fairly well spread out among the
four (see Figure 22), Dream for the Future was the most popular, probably because it is the
most consequential. Perfect Meal was the second most popular, perhaps reflecting the fact
that it relates to very personal tastes.

Future Issues:

| would like to:

e introduce non-verbal CSs, such as gestures.

e have students practice conversations with very short answers in order to encourage more
Follow-up Questions. An example activity could be the use of “mentions”.

e continue to revise the conversation test rubric to better reflect the communicative aims of
the course.

e provide students with more comprehensible (and compelling) input before they are asked
to produce their output.

e develop a clear syllabus for the ordered introduction of CSs.
e creating a system for recording emergent vocabulary from the student conversations.

e create and interview focus groups to obtain better information about students’ feelings
about OC lessons.

e connect topics with grammar items that students are studying in their other English classes
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Lesson Plan

Procedure:

Day One
» Students look at the average use of CSs in their previous Conversation Test, and the target

average use for the upcoming Conversation Test.

« Students practice using Follow-up Questions (CS#5.5: Follow-up Questions 2 handout),
after looking at some different examples from the previous Conversation Test. They all begin
their conversations with the same topic question (How was your winter holiday?), but the
rest is based entirely on follow-up questions.

Day Two
« Students answer written questions on four different topics about their dreams for the future.

e In pairs, students have 2-minute conversations - one for every topic and with a different
partner each time.

o HW: students choose a topic that connects to their strongest dream for the future and write
more information about it.

Day Three

e In pairs, students have recursive 3-minute conversations about their dream for the future,
beginning with the topic question What's your dream for the future? and followed by
follow-up questions. Between conversations, they have time to write down any new
information or unanswered questions that emerge from their interactions.

e HW: make a Conversation Card

Day Four

e Students look at CS#6: Fixing Communication Problems handout, while AET and JTE
explain and demonstrate.

e Students practice using CS#6 by playing "Taboo" in groups of four; they take turns picking
up a card, each with a word written on it connected to Nagoya culture, and trying to
explain it to their group-mates.

« Students have practice conversations about their Dream for the Future, using CS#6 if/when
necessary.

o HW: write first draft of Fun Essay

Day Five
e Peer-editing of first draft of Fun Essay

e HW: write second/final draft of Fun Essay

Day Six

e In pairs, students do a first practice Conversation Test, unrecorded, during which they can
look at the final draft of their Fun Essay.

e In new pairs, students do a second practice Conversation Test, unrecorded, during which
they can only look at their Conversation Card.

e In new pairs, students do the Conversation Test.

Day Seven
e Students listen to the recordings of their Conversation Tests and 1) count the number of CSs

they used (CS Checklist handout); 2) transcribe their conversations.
o HW: make corrections/improvements to their transcribed conversations.
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