Ideas for Conversation  (E)    
Some Background:

Languages can be learned and practised in many ways.  When most of us were at school the method was "Grammar Translation".  We learnt lists of vocabulary and grammar - how to read or put together perfect sentences.  The aim was to translate texts and challenge our intellects!  In the 60's, as people travelled more, the "Functional Approach" was developed which meant learning chunks of language by repetition without much attention to grammar, in order to use the language for doing particular" language functions", like ordering meals, expressing opinions, agreeing and disagreeing, accepting invitations, etc.  This meant faster progress but was limiting at higher levels.
Nowadays, most course books use a combination of these approaches but the emphasis is still on using the language to communicate.  This suits most u3a language learners but in order to converse well, we still need to have plenty of appropriate vocabulary, some knowledge of tenses and to know how to put phrases and sentences together to say what we want.  You cannot bake a cake without ingredients and some kind of recipe even if it’s only in your head!
For this reason, sessions which are purely "conversation" are not really for beginners, although parts of the session can be devoted to speaking if only in a limited way, mostly to repeat and practice what has already been learnt.
Some tips for beginners:

-
Try to use the target language from the start with greetings and little remarks so that learners become less self-conscious at hearing themselves - learn phrases like "Come in, sit down, sorry I'm late, what a day!"
-
.  Encourage the idea of "having a go". Don't worry too much about errors or poor pronunciation in the early days but do give lots of praise to those who use a new phrase or vocabulary that you have been learning
-
Keep the speaking part of the session fairly short.

-
Practice short questions and answers in pairs with everyone talking quietly at the same time so that everyone gets more practice. This is less threatening than talking to the whole class.  eg.  Having already learnt numbers, family relationships and how to ask "How many….?" Practice phrases like:  "How many cousins/sisters/brothers have you got?" or having learnt the vocabulary of some activities or hobbies and the days of the week, practice asking people what they do on each day of the week. Having learnt how to tell the time and some routines ask:  "What time to you get up/have breakfast/go out/have lunch?".  Practice this working in pairs or speaking to everyone else in the group. 
-
Tell learners to listen to others and mentally note phrases and words they might need. Get them to use them again as soon and as often as they can.

-
Repetition is vital.  Play repetition games like "I went to market and bought some tomatoes" (gradually changing the verbs and objects eg. I went to town to meet my friend/my husband/my cousin/my uncle, etc.)  Ask people to put an object on a tray and practice "It's mine/his/hers" or "they're ours/his/theirs, etc"  Find two similar pictures and practice "Is there a……?" "Yes, there is." Or "No, there isn't."  
- 
Only attempt to talk about things for which you have the words in the target language.  Do not think of things in English and try to translate.
-
Stick to the chosen topic.  Learners can prepare some vocabulary (key words) the week before but do not challenge them to answer questions beyond what they have prepared.  "What did you do last week?" is a No No for beginners who have not prepared anything. (The session can finish up as an English tea-party!)
-
Recommend that learners do not write what they want to say and then read it (unless they are prepared to learn it by heart)  This is Writing and Reading, which of course is valuable, but is not conversation. It is too much of a challenge to find unprepared answers to questions about a written piece of work and can result in the tea-party effect!
TOPICS:   Routines, families, colours, numbers, familiar objects, time, hobbies, rooms, buildings, shops, things in shops, months, seasons.
Tips for improvers:
-
Establish a positive environment of helping each other and accepting help.  Teach/learn phrases in the target language like: " What's (eg. “to play”)  …..in….. (eg. Italian/Spanish)?"
"How do you say……?"  "I've forgotton the word for……"

Also "It's a thing that you…" "You use it for….." "It's made of….." (The game 20 questions is good practice for this!)
-
Decide on a topic for the following session (Course books will give you these) and try to keep on this topic unless learners really are good enough to veer away from it.  (This may leave less strong learners in the group silent!)
-
Preparation is vital. Get learners to look up key words and review tenses or other grammar for their homework or during the session the week before.  This should relate to the topic.  Eg. . Past tenses for "Where I went last year."  or a topic related to childhood or past professions.  Adjectives describing personality when talking about "My favourite cousin" or "The most amazing person I've ever met."   Adjectives describing the countryside, a town or seaside for "My favourite place to visit", the conditional and descriptions of buildings for "My dream house".
-
If very few people have prepared their key words, give 5-10 minutes before the conversation phase for them to look them up and note them.  This stops too much leafing through dictionaries during the conversations which is annoying and unrealistic.
-
Set up activities which are personal (but go carefully - not everyone has grandchildren!) and remember an information gap is a great spur to conversation. Two similar but different postcards, pictures, charts, etc can lead to some good questions and answers for comparisons.
-
Often work in pairs, making a written note of your partner's answers and then feed back to the whole group.  This way you change from second and first person to third. Finally, other people can pose questions which leads to useful repetition of words relating to the topic.
-
Prepare some kind of "scaffolding" for the conversation. This keeps learners on topic and helps those who are not natural conversationalists!  Try to provide a little "something in the hand" to refer to like a railway time table or a form to be filled in at a hotel, or a list of "prompts"   This provides a good basis for small role plays in twos.  Good course books will provide this kind of support for conversation.  The CGSE oral syllabus is useful but needs to be modified for adult learners. (see attached Conversation Prompts)

-
At this stage, learners often want to be more accurate and might appreciate some correction.  Try not to interrupt their flow, though you might throw in the odd word they are looking for so that they can use it

straight away.  Listen and remember or write down the error exactly as you heard it and when the speaker has finished run over the errors, trying to get the speaker to self-correct.  Otherwise members of the group could now come in with a correction.  You might have to explain your method to the group but in the end this all helps group cohesion.  Try to control anyone who constantly corrects others at inappropriate times. Don't be afraid to be a little authoritative about this. It can sap confidence and cause friction if it happens constantly.
TOPICS: Friends, holidays and travel, experiences and  adventures, past professions, recommendations, events, visits, films, opinions, loves, hates, pets, your local area and issues, childhood experiences, education, plans
Tips for Advanced learners
-
Pair work and talking in small groups is still appropriate as it gives more people more chance to participate, particularly those who are not so confident.
-
Unless learners are very fluent, language preparation may still be beneficial (looking up key words and checking on appropriate grammar before the session)  Practice what you want to talk about by talking to yourself (in your head or out loud in the bath!)

-
Learners can take turns in being responsible for the topic of a session, which may have been decided previously by the group, preparing the materials needed.

-
A vast range of materials is now available for advanced learners - texts in books, magazines (tell anyone visiting the country of the target language to bring some home), newspapers, on line, etc (see specific languages information) 
-
Books written for people learning English as a Foreign Language often have splendid ideas for speaking activities.  (see below)
-
Don't just translate texts but use them for speaking practice, ie. telling similar personal stories, discussing issues, roles plays (take the part of the main protagonist and let the others interview him/her for their newspaper), holding a meeting over an issue (eg.someone want to make a children's playground on a common - hold the meeting), 
-
Invite an "expert" in the group to speak about a personal interest, skill or experience (give them time to prepare if necessary) and then ask questions. If people are reluctant to ask questions, make little cards with a question mark on them and hand them out to various people to bring in the shyer ones and control the more vociferous!
-
Invite someone to prepare and  present a certain aspect of the culture of the country of the target language (possibly in pairs or groups).  Topics could be art, science, geography, films, education, music, politics, current issues, etc. 
-
If you read a story or watch a film, later try to reconstruct the plot   Everyone could join in.

-
Dealing with errors (see tips to improvers above)

Conversation Prompts
*Conversation prompts are a reliable way of keeping people talking on task or giving ideas for speakers when they might dry up.  These can be used  for pairwork or in small groups or even bigger groups.

*It works well to have done some related work first on vocabulary that might be needed or on grammar (eg. The imperfect or conditionals) so that participants have the “tools” with which to keep up the conversation.

*After pair or small group work, it is an idea for one or two people to talk about another’s contribution to the whole group.  This gives them useful repetition and forces the speakers to change from the first to the third person.  They will need to have made some notes about their partners’ answers.  It is very easy to forget!

*Here are some examples of conversation prompts.  A good source was the GCSE oral language papers  (with modifications!)

Conversation Prompts for "Holidays" or "Visits"

Ask your partner and make a note of the answers:

Where did you go?

At what time did you leave home?

Who did you go with?

How did you travel?

At what time did you arrive?

Where did you stay?

What did you do that was nice?

What did you do on the first day?

What did you do in the evenings?

Where did you eat?

Did you go to the theatre?

Did your husband/wife/partner/friends enjoy it?

What sort of holiday do you prefer?

What was the best holiday you have ever had?

Now tell the rest of the group something about your partner's holiday

Topics for discussion or presentations
These can be preceded by some work on a related language areas eg. Talking about the past,(various past tenses), talking about bucket lists (conditionals), asking questions (question words), talking about people (physical and personal characteristics)

My school days (likes and dislikes!)/past tenses)

What I did after I left school  (Past tenses)

What I really wanted to be!  (Wishes/professions)

The best place I have lived in.  Why?

An  incident  (No disasters please!)

The most interesting person I know. (Professions/characteristics)

My hero/heroine

My dream house (wishes/conditionals)

Something from your bucket list.

A good garden to visit (Garden vocab)

The most interesting thing in my house. (Describing objects)

The most beautiful thing you possess (as above)

Planning a group outing or trip (should/ought/prefer/etc)

What is the hottest/coldest place you have ever been to?

Who is the most interesting person you know?

Who is your favourite act/actress?  Why?

Who is your hero>

Tell about one of your hobbies

If you hadn’t been a ……………… What would you have liked to have been?  (Past conditionals)

What kind of TV programmes do you like best?

What is your favourite UK holiday place?

What is your most useful gadget?

If you were powerful what would you change In the UK/World

What is the most extraordinary place you have ever visited?

What is your favourite book?

Dogs – for and against

An interesting historical event.  Why?

Charity shops

Vegetarianism – for or against

My favourite museum/art gallery

What book/music/would you take to a desert island?

Please refer to the French Adviser’s page on the u3a National website for more topics at an advanced level

ELT books with ideas for speaking and conversation groups.
700 Classroom Activities  by David Seymour & Maria Popova  pub. Macmillan 
Keep Talking by Friederike Klippel   pub. Cambridge University Press
Essential Speaking Skills by Joanna Baker and Heather Westrup pub. Continuum/VSO (for non-native teachers but useful ideas)
Activities Using Resources by Heather Westrup and Joanna Baker

(Beginners and Intermediate) pub. Oxford University Press

Example of Conversation Prompts   (Modified from GCSE oral)

1.
Do you have good friends who live nearby?  How often do you see 
them?  What do you do together?
2.
Do you have relatives who live nearby?  How often do you see them?  
What do you do together?
3.
Do you more often see friends or relatives?  Why?
4.
Who was your best friend at school?  What was he/she like?
5.
Did you remain friends when you left school?
6.
Tell you partner/group about your most interesting relative or friend
Thanks to Sylvia Duffy (French Adviser) and Joyce Gibson for contributions
Heather Westrup – u3a Modern Languages Adviser  
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