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INTRODUCTION 
 

 The problems students encounter learning to speak English while studying 

English in Taiwan are well known. It is quite common for a student after six years 

of English classes beginning in junior high and on through senior high school to 

enter a university not being able to speak a word of English. Distressful as this 

situation may seem, for it appears to be an unproductive use of time and resources, 

with dubious results achieved, when looking a bit closer we can find evidence for 

hope. While speaking during the high school years may have only been 

accomplished through repetitive drills or by memorizing dialogues, and listening 

restricted to the sound of one's own voice, students have indeed learned large 

chunks of the target language mainly in the form of grammar rules and vocabulary, 

which have aided them when engaged in reading activities. Realizing this, I 

sought a teaching activity for my conversation classes at the university level 

which could take advantage of this recessive knowledge, tap into it, and move 

them toward speaking English fluently. Using Anne Farid's (1976) five criteria for 

developing a good communication activity: 1.) the topic is interesting, 2.) the 

topic does not lie outside the student's semantic skills, 3.) the students participate 

more or less equally, 4.) the participating students experience a feeling of success, 

regardless of the correctness of their English, and 5.) the non-participating 

students are motivated to listen to content rather than to form, as a guiding 

principle, I constructed an activity using written topics the students themselves 

chose. I called this their "conversation Journal". This paper's aim is to describe 

that practice so that other's may use it in their classes with hopefully the same 

promising results. 

 

  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Conversation Journals: 
Using a Written Journal for Better Conversation  25 

 

WHAT IS THE CONVERSATION JOURNAL? 

1. A bound notebook. 

 It is a notebook students write in once, twice, or even three times a week 

(as the teacher deems necessary), one full page for each entry. It is important to 

establish a standard length, otherwise as the semester progresses the pages tend to 

get shorter. 

2.More than a diary of daily events. Memories, self-reflections, reflections 

about the world, opinions, feelings, etc. should all be included.

 It is called a "Conversation Journal" but I often tell my students to think of 

it as a diary of sorts, although the term diary implies a much more intimate record 

of daily events than I usually think of as the content, but I am often surprised by 

what students choose to write. And they are free to write in their journal whatever 

they want. The criteria I ask for are for them to do more than just write about their 

daily events. They must also include how they feel about what they do. So, not 

only would they write, for example, that they went to see a movie, but how they 

felt about the movie, or how it affected them, caused them to think about or 

question the world around them, or even to change something about themselves. 

But they are not even restricted to including daily-life events, they could 

include memories, certainly a rich source for conversations, which might be 

triggered by something they did or some place they visited recently. They could 

also include self-reflections: questioning a bad habit, or congratulating themselves 

for accomplishing a goal. Or students could reflect on the world around them, as 

when one student compared the differences between the hustle and bustle of 

everyday life off-campus to the relative quiet of life on-campus. As you might 

imagine, students often reveal their feelings about their first year of university life, 

and problems they have encountered adjusting to their new environment. In short, 
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students may write anything they wish, as long as it is not simply a chronicle of 

one day's activities without some reflection about those activities. 

 

HOW IS THE CONVERSATION JOURNAL USED IN CLASS? 

1. Students sit in random groups of 3-4.

Students are grouped randomly, each time yielding different combinations 

of students so that over the course of a semester or school year they will have the 

opportunity to share their journals with everyone in class several times. Sets of 

two, three, or four seem to work best, with the number chosen depending on 

several factors: length of time available for this activity (each student should have 

at least ten minutes as the focus of the group's conversation), students' familiarity 

with the process (the first few times it works best with four students till the 

reticent ones can feel more comfortable), the degree of difficulty of the activity 

(the more time each student has as the focus of conversation, the more challenging 

it is to keep the conversation going). 

2. One person is the focus, while the others listen and interrupt to offer 

comments in order to achieve a normal conversation situation.

Once in groups, students decide who will begin, and that person uses his 

journal entry as a springboard to begin his conversation. It is important that he 

does not read the entry but rather refers to the entry. The other group members 

listen, and are not only free to interrupt, but I insist they interrupt to 1.) ask 

questions about the topic, 2.) ask for clarification of meaning, 3.) offer advice / 

opinions about the topic, 4.) relate the speaker's experience to his own, or 5.) just 

interject some quick comments indicating they understand and are actively 

listening. Likewise, the speaker is always free to stop what he is saying to do the 

same, that is to ask questions of the listeners, or ask for their comments. Students 

must be taught these conversation conventions to successfully achieve the 
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conditions of a normal conversation, while however being in the confines of a set-

up situation. To that end, students have to be exposed to and practice such 

conversation functions as: 1.) agreeing / disagreeing, 2.) complimenting / praising, 

3.) describing experiences, 4.) getting more information, etc. so they can weave 

them throughout their conversations. 

What is meant by conversation? Christopher Lane describes conversation 

as "exchanging information, maintaining social bonds of friendship, kinship, etc., 

negotiating statuses and roles, and deciding and carrying out joint action" (1978). 

All of these functions could easily take place within our classroom if students are 

made overtly aware of them and the right atmosphere is established. 

3. Setting the right atmosphere.

If you went out to a coffee shop with a friend no one would have to tell 

you how to have a conversation. I like to think of our classroom setting as being 

transformed into a coffee shop. I love the image of a coffee shop because that is 

the relaxed, conversationally intense condition under which language fluency can 

be successfully achieved. So I tell my students to think of the room in that way, 

and although I don't serve cappuccino or cake, I do always play music during this 

part of the conversation class. The music not only helps to set the atmosphere, it 

also controls the volume - people naturally speak louder when the environmental 

sounds are loud, which in turn invokes a livelier atmosphere. The music doesn't 

even have to be mine; students are free to select any music they want me to play if 

they don't like my selections. If students feel free, and are having a lively 

conversation, and the feeling of a coffee shop atmosphere has been achieved, then 

I think it has been a successful classroom session. 

Nevertheless, it is not always that easy, especially at first. There are 

always the inevitable lulls in a conversation, but the person whose turn focuses 

him as the center of the conversation is always responsible for maintaining the 
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flow of the conversation. And this is where the time limit comes in and the 

challenge for students. For in order for the process to yield fluency, students must 

have enough time to go beyond the content of their journal entries to the point 

where they must think on their feet. Most journal entries could be finished within 

a few minutes, therefore the actual benefit to students fluency comes from going 

beyond their content. So, engaging their group mates is imperative. This requires 

using unprepared language off the top of their heads, which inevitably means they 

are no longer using what they have written, but something related to it. 

 

WHAT IS THE TEACHER'S ROLE DURING THE CONVERSATION PROCESS? 

1. The teacher circulates and reads all journals during class.

 The teacher needs to check the content and length of the journal entries to 

ensure students are providing the right content to make their conversations 

valuable. A teacher can easily stand beside students while they are engaged in 

conversation and read that group's journals, one-by-one, without interrupting them. 

Then the teacher moves on to the next group. In a class of twenty to forty students 

all journals can be read within a fifty-minute period.  

2. The teacher makes verbal comments directly to students about content. 

All too often students will not take the time to explore a topic and this 

needs to be pointed out, as well as praising students when they have done a good 

job. When doing this simply ask a student to step aside from the group, leaving 

the rest of the members to continue with their conversation and have a private talk 

showing how the student might have explored the topic in order to get more out of 

it. Suggest questions the student might have asked himself in order to accomplish 

this. Praise students when they have done it. This will take at least a few journal 

sessions to be able to do.  
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 3. Journals are not corrected for any vocabulary or grammar mistakes except 

for the most glaring problems. 

There isn't time to thoroughly read and correct all journals. Nor is there the 

need to. A cursory reading is all that is needed, as the journals are meant to be 

conversation tools, not writing exercises. If a teacher so wishes, he may also 

emphasize the writing element of this activity, however, I believe it diminishes the 

freedom students feel when engaged in conversation. That is not to say it doesn't 

help to improve students' writing, it most assuredly does - students themselves 

have told me as much. But the power of the task is in its unrestricted free-flow of 

ideas on a topic in a more stream-of-consciousness manner. Therefore, I choose to 

correct only the most obvious mistakes students make and find they are not too 

time consuming. 

 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS TO STUDENTS OF USING AN CONVERSATION JOURNAL? 

1. By increasing their awareness of conversation topics and having had 

practice discussing conversations of many different topics, students can more 

easily contribute to conversations with foreigners.

Students often lament over the fact that when they have a conversation with a 

foreigner they don't know what to say, or they run out of things to say. It seems 

one cause of this is that they aren't used to recognizing the conversation topic, 

which would allow them to more easily contribute to the conversation. Once this 

is understood, students can make use of it as a source for offering opinions, giving 

advice, or manipulating it to another topic with which they feel more comfortable. 

With their conversation journals, students are asked to write upon a topic, any 

topic, they choose, but are asked to fill the page with only that topic. By doing this 

they explore that topic for an extended period of time during their conversation 

time. By learning how to explore a topic they won't run out of things to say so 
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easily and also will create more material for the natural shift from one topic to 

another. Thus having explored many different topics in class, along with the 

vocabulary for the topic, they are then also able to have a reservoir of topics they 

could use in later conversations. If not the conversations in their entirety, then 

students could use at least bits of them, enough to contribute something to most 

any future conversation. 

2. Students confidence increases as they can do in the target language one of 

the fundamental things native speakers do - chat about daily life.

Students often lack confidence when carrying on a conversation with a 

foreigner, because they lack the practice. Even a simple conversation based on 

everyday concerns can be a challenge for students to choose the most appropriate 

topics from the many choices offered us from our daily lives. Like answering the 

question: "What have you been up to lately?", with more than a shrug of the 

shoulders or a sheepish grin. The only way they can increase their confidence is 

with practice. As Joan Friedenberg and Curtis Bradley confirm: "Students learn to 

do what they have opportunities to do" (1981). But to have an appropriate 

conversation also entails choosing the appropriate topics taken from your daily 

life. Malcolm Coultard points out, "an initial question is what sort of things can 

and do form topics in conversation? Some topics are not relevant to particular 

conversation … and the suitability of other topics depends on the person one is 

talking to. … Some are tellable to everyone, some have a restricted audience, 

some must be told immediately, some can wait and hold their interest (1977). 

Taking the 9/21 earthquake in Taiwan as an example, not all students found it an 

appropriate topic since it reminded them of personal tragedy, and yet others 

needed to share the experience in order to better handle their feelings of fear. By 

providing an opportunity for students to talk about their daily lives, not only will 
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students gain confidence in their ability to carry on an impromptu conversation; 

they will also understand the appropriateness of the topic to the listener. 

3. Students develop the ability to use communicative competence strategies 

to maintain a conversation with a native speaker or non-native speaker 

whose language ability exceeds their own. 

At the time students are using their conversation journal for conversation in 

class, they will inevitably come across situations when their classmates will ask 

for more details about one of their journal topics. This is something "off" the page 

for which they could not have prepared. This leads to conversation topics they do 

not know, or have forgotten the proper vocabulary to express their meaning. It is 

at this point that they will practice conversation strategies we have learned in class. 

For example, one game we always play at the beginning of the school year is 

called "Define It". In this game students are given a set of cards with pictures of 

everyday objects, like a paperclip, light switch, thermometer, baby carriage, etc. 

Students are asked to define the item according to its properties: size, shape, use, 

color, ... to their group mates without naming the item itself. In addition to 

learning the correct word for these items (students often refer to a paperclip, as a 

clip, or a baby carriage as a baby car), they also learn how valuable it is to be able 

to describe items, or even concepts, for which they don't have the right vocabulary, 

in order to keep the conversation going. They learn how not to let the 

conversation end because of a lack of vocabulary. All too often students will 

confront a linguistic brick wall when in the course of an enjoyable conversation 

they don't have the right vocabulary to express their ideas. Or worse, they won't 

even carry on a conversation for fear of not having enough vocabulary. But it is 

important for students to have practice using conversation strategies like using the 

vocabulary they already have to get the vocabulary they don't know. By using 
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their conversation journal, students can not only learn new vocabulary from each 

other, but they can practice these strategies in an ongoing way.  

4. Students use contextual and linguistic clues in their conversations which  

replicate the same kind of talk directed at them by foreigners when conversing 

to non-native speakers of English. 

When native speakers are carrying on a conversation they will often employ 

phrases not intended to be literally interpreted for various reasons; they may want 

to imply criticism by stating the opposite: "I really love your new sneakers." Or to 

exaggerate circumstances to make a joke: "I have a whole new lifestyle: I get up 

at 4:00 am and go jogging for two hours, then swim for another hour, and finally I 

ride my bike 10 miles to work. I eat only organically grown food and meditate an 

hour before I go to bed. I find I only need three hours sleep a night. I'm a whole 

new person!" The meaning of these utterances would not be lost on another native 

speaker, but would often be interpreted literally with a non-fluent English speaker. 

This is due to the fact that non-native speakers rely more on conversation signals 

in order to understand the meaning. When asking English language learners to 

"get out a piece of paper" , I often add the word "now", whereas native speakers 

would only require the command form of the verb. As Jack Richards notes, "non-

fluent language users tend to stick close to the surface meaning of utterances" and 

" would appear to be more dependent on contextual and linguistic clues in 

working out ... meaning (1980)." Knowing this, native speakers use more 

linguistic clues when speaking to foreigners in order to facilitate conversation. 

When students are using their conversation journals they too employ linguistic 

clues in order to convey meaning without confusion, which gives practice in the 

use of such conversation devices, and replicates the language native speakers 

would use when addressing them. 
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5. Ss learn to signal the topic so others can attend to the topic and not lose the 

thread of the conversation.

When students shift from one person to another as the focus for discussion 

there will inevitably be a shift in topic. Any abrupt shift in topic must be signaled 

to listeners so others may follow the thread of the conversation. This happens 

normally among native speakers as well as between native speakers and foreign 

language learners as naturally "we do not plunge into a topic of conversation 

without first asking the listener to attend to the topic and establishing the shared 

information we have about a topic, before making a new assertion" (Evelyn Hatch, 

1978). The conscious shift from one speaker in the group to another allows 

students to learn and practice such topic signaling which then aids them in better 

conversation abilities outside the classroom. 

6. Students become more motivated as they talk about themselves in  

personally relevant ways.

It is extremely important for students to be motivated to talk of their own 

accord, and not to feel they are only talking to fulfill the precepts of the class. 

While conversation games are fun, which in turn motivates students, and many 

classroom discussions, when properly constructed, will have goals so students get 

a sense of accomplishment from participating in the discussion, few teacher-

generated discussion topics can rival students talking about themselves in 

personally relevant ways for motivation. When writing in their conversation 

journal, it is imperative for students to select their own topics and not be asked to 

write on a teacher-generated topic. Perhaps this is in part the reason students think 

they have nothing to say to a foreigner, maybe they think, or have been taught that 

their own lives aren't interesting enough to be the center of a discussion. Of course, 

nothing could be further from the truth. Many foreigners are interested in learning 

about other cultures, and what better way than by finding out about a person's 
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daily life. So, we must give value to students' own lives in order for them to see 

how relevant and interesting they are as a topic of conversation. 

7. Increases students' depth of discussion as they are asked to engage in self-

reflection before they have a conversation in the target language. Allowing 

time for forethought enriches their conversation beyond the surface level.

One of the keys to the success of the conversation journal is the fact that 

students have the luxury of time. Time spent beforehand in which they are able to 

reflect upon the topic, so they can flesh out their feelings about a topic in the 

target language, therefore being able to move beyond the surface level. This will 

inevitably make students more interesting to talk to, as they have something more 

valuable to contribute to the conversation than what they come up with off the 

cuff. 

8. Students overcome their fear of speaking in the target language as they have  

time beforehand to practice and minimize problems with pronunciation and 

vocabulary.

 While not all conversation during the conversation journal time of the 

class can be prepared before students can prepare the topic(s) on which they 

choose to focus. This means they can select the right vocabulary and work out 

pronunciation problems before they use it in front of their peers - avoiding a 

potentially embarrassing situation, which might otherwise inhibit a student's 

participation. This will help students overcome the fear of speaking in front of 

others and in turn boost their self-confidence when using the target language. In 

addition, when students learn new vocabulary words and their pronunciation they 

must then use them or they might easily forget them because "if students are not 

given the opportunities to integrate the language components ... they will not learn 

to use the language for communicative purposes." (Friedenberg, Bradley 1981) 
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