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Research Objectives 

This research is based on the assumption that the majority of lower intermediate 

learners of English already have a knowledge of English grammar and vocabulary but 

are unfamiliar with how to build up a conversation. This assumption comes from 

classroom observations over several years, of students with a reasonably good level of 

English skills, who have sometimes been unable to carry out a conversation without 

running out of things to say.  This often has been because they approach a conversation 

in English with sets of questions, without actively listening to the answers they receive 

from an interlocutor after they ask their initial questions. The result is that when they 

have asked all the questions they know, or have prepared, their conversation dries up. 

Accordingly, the purpose of this project was to find a practical method of teaching 

students how to effectively listen to answers to questions and to respond with 

appropriate follow-up questions and develop a more fluent conversation style.  

 

Method 

In April 2005 I asked a class of science major students, who had just met for the first 

time, to record a three minute conversation on a set of recording Walkmans. I 

transcribed all the recordings the students made at that time then asked them to make 

two more recordings in July and January 2006 before the end of the course. Between the 

recording periods I gave examples of model conversations, which showed how 

conversations were developed by actively listening to an interlocutor. I also returned all 

the initial transcripts with comments and advice in parts of their conversation where I 

thought they could develop a topic more fully. This intensive instruction and practice 

was supplemented with advice on conversational fillers and back-channel responses 



commonly used in native speaker English.    

  

Results 

After comparing all the recorded transcripts and data, I found that many students had 

changed their conversation style from only question and answer exchanges to actively 

developing a conversation and expressing themselves more openly. There was also a 

marked improvement in back-channel responses and fillers which indicated a more 

fluent conversation style and more confidence in being able to listen to an interlocutor 

before forming follow-up questions. It could be concluded from this research that 

awareness-raising activities such as understanding conversational development, making 

follow-up questions, and how to use back-channel fillers are an effective way of 

increasing student fluency in English without recourse to intensive study of new 

vocabulary items.  

 

Future research plans 

My future research plan includes continuing the development of research related to the 

analysis of spoken interaction and materials development in this field. As opposed to 

relying on set text books, my ultimate aim is to be able to develop ways of utilizing 

source materials of naturally occurring English to help students learn through noticing 

how the language is structured rather than only directly teaching specific language 

points. Accordingly, my research would be to measure before and after communication 

strategies of students after awareness-raising activities such as observing naturally 

occurring patterns of English discourse, topic development and frequently occurring 

collocations in both text and conversation. My research aims being to develop both 

effective teaching and learning strategies which I can apply to my own particular 

teaching situation and specific learner needs.    
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