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Introduction

It’s a unique and interesting time to be an ESL conversation teacher in Korea.  For the first time, we’re seeing some emphasis placed on active student participation and spoken English in the classroom.  Due to the newness of the situation, there are understandably some difficulties but there are also opportunities for teacher creativity.  In this article we’ll examine a few of the current arguments regarding the instruction of conversation and solutions to some problems faced in the classroom.

Defining Conversation

There are several elements, which need to be addressed in the conversation classroom.  To begin with, it must be acknowledged that listening plays a key role in conversation.  More than 50% of conversation skill lies in the ability to understand others.  Other valuable aspects of a conversation lesson include fluency, intonation, word or syllable stress and rhythm, which fall under the category of pronunciation. Building an appropriate vocabulary is also essential.  While all of these language components are necessary, constructing an environment in which students feel comfortable stretching their limits and where they can increase their confidence is perhaps the most important objective that an ESL conversation teacher can accomplish.

Defining Conversation: The Controversy

Educators are using the term “global English” more frequently these days in reference to the fact the language is spoken all over the world.  English is no longer spoken only by native speakers, and by those who learn English in order to communicate with native speakers. It is also spoken among non-native speakers within countries like the Philippines, Singapore and India and internationally between non-native speakers from a variety of countries.  This is creating new doubts about using native speaker English as the only accepted model for learners.  
In Korea there has been focus on the North American accent and colloquial speech, which for many students, is unattainable and creates a sense of failure.  By stressing communicative ability rather than mimicking native speakers, a teacher can increase confidence and put the student on a positive path.  At the very least, language learners should have the choice between the previously established models and this new idea of global or international English.   

Methodology

Currently, education in Korea is primarily focused on teacher-centered classrooms with teacher-as-expert.  This means that students have a long history of passive learning.  An additional obstacle to teaching conversation is the strong focus on testing that has created an environment of studying English as a subject rather than a language.  Recent changes in both the corporate sector and the Korean Ministry of Education indicate that this may be about to change.  At the very least, speaking English has increased in importance for students.  This means that conversation teachers are not only teaching language but also creating  new student-centered environments where the learners have to take responsibility for their own learning.  It’s a formidable challenge that needs to be met with a qualified and realistic approach.
Two styles of facilitation that I’ve found useful within the confines of a student-centered classroom are PPP and task-based.  Present, practice and produce (PPP), which has the instructor present a target language skill and guide the students through a limited practice of that target language.  Finally, the student will produce the language in a freer practice.  In task-based learning, students are presented with an activity that focuses on commutative ability.  The focal point of both these methods is that the students are communicating while the teacher is providing assistance and encouragement.  

Other important fields of study to consider include learning styles, multiple intelligences and emotional intelligence as a student-centered classroom provides each student with the chance to optimize his or her learning experience by having a variety of methods available.  This is especially important in Korea as we are in a transitional period between teacher-centered to student-centered learning.  Activities and presentation of those activities need to encompass all types of learners and learners should have choices in how they achieve an end result in the classroom, however, they may require guidance on how to become active choosers before this approach can be successful.  
At the moment, these concepts are not widely accepted in Korea and need to be introduced sensitively.  A careful blend of what students are familiar with and a new pedagogy will create less confusion and resentment both in and outside of the classroom.  As well, your co-workers and principals may interpret task-based activities and student choice as lacking educational refinement or ‘playing games’ as one of my former teacher trainees put it.  It can be helpful to provide accredited literature should you choose to follow this pedagogical approach.

Culture and the Classroom

Some of the most complex problems in an EFL or ESL class come, not from language barriers, but from cultural differences.  In the case of Korea, a conservative outlook and a Confucius tradition both play a part in creating a unique classroom situation.   When creating lesson plans, keep in mind that subjects common to school children in western countries may be completely unfamiliar or simply embarrassing to Korean students.   Humor is a good example of this in that sarcastic or dry comedy will not translate well but slapstick will.  Working together with Korean English teachers in your school and sticking to materials that are kid-friendly may help reduce classroom difficulties.  
Practical Application

While textbooks may afford a certain amount of oral practice most certainly don’t meet all the requirements necessary for a conversation class.  A variety of authentic materials designed with the specific learners in mind will keep classes active and interactive.  It might be appropriate to discuss with your Korean counterparts the grammar or language skills required for student testing to incorporate them into activities that you design.  The following ideas can be adapted to most classrooms and for most required outcomes.

· Game boards – The boards can be designed in a question/answer, stem sentence, TPR or other formats.  The rules should be clear and to keep the participants active, should have no more than four or five players.  Make sure to laminate your game boards and using bright colors will make them more attractive to tactile/visual learners.

· Cards – Cards are fantastic for stimulating partner or small group conversation.  Due to large class sizes, I would advise making them for common problem areas that can be used frequently to make the preparation work worthwhile.

· Role-play – Role play activities can be used to practice target language or for task-based activities.  A written component can insure that students are communicating effectively.  It’s also a good idea to create roles that are authentic and realistic to the learner.

· Ranking/negotiating activities – these types of activities are most useful for small group participation and it’s often necessary to monitor for ‘English only’ communication.  You can find variations or make your own.

· Story telling – Story telling is a great way to practice verb tenses, vocabulary, and general communication.  Pictures or picture cards, words or word cards, sentences or sentence cards, can be used to focus on a target language or simply encourage spoken English.

· Debates – Debates are primarily for advanced students as high-level language skill is necessary but you can adapt simple debate format for sentence structure practice to determine pros/cons.  Design simple rules that students can follow and make sure to keep the topics to something that your learners can follow.

· Music – Fill in the blanks, writing their own lyrics and making chants or rap are just a few of the ways to use music in the class.  Make certain that your choices of music are age appropriate and educational to eliminate complaints from parents and the school.

Resources

It’s a good idea for any teacher to have his or her own small resource library, whether it’s physical or electronic.  No one wants to spend their entire day creating innovative lesson plans especially if they’ve already been produced.  There are a great deal of books and websites directly created for the Korean English classroom but the problem is choosing which will effective for each individual classroom.  The following lists may provide some assistance but I would suggest taking a trip to one of the larger bookstores to see what’s available.

[image: image7.png]


  
  Books

· “Jazz English” by Gunther Breaux – Designed for the Korean classroom with a variety of activities organized into subject categories.  It has English to Korea translations for subject oriented vocabulary as well as great photocopiable activities.
· “Tell Me More” by – Andrew Finch - Also designed for the Korean classroom with a variety of TPR activities.  The vocabulary is elementary but the communication tasks are applicable for middle/high school levels.
· “Pair Work 2” by Peter Watcyn-Jones – This is strictly photocopiable partner work material and is organized by subject rather than grammatical/lexical practice.
· “Elementary, Intermediate and Advanced Communication Games” by Jill Hadfield – are great photocopy resource books for many activities.  There are detailed instructions listing vocabulary/lexical and grammatical uses but I’ve altered many of them to fit my own purposes.
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Websites

· http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/  - This is a great site for practical and theoretical ESL education.  
· http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/  - Another British site sponsored by the British council.
· http://puzzlemaker.school.discovery.com/  This puzzle making page is great for creating crosswords that can be done as information gap in partners.
· http://www.esllounge.com/ - This site has game boards, cards and templates for teachers to manipulate for their own uses.
· http://www.eslcafe.com/ - Dave’s ESL café is quite well known in the ESL community and serves a variety of purposes.  There are lists of vocabulary as well as forums for teachers to get ideas or have questions answered.
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Tools

In addition to these types of resources it’s a great strategy to invest in a ‘survival bag’ that might hold items for those five-minute conversation games that can wrap up or motivate a class.  
· Dice (using stickers to indicate alphabet letters, shapes or different numbers can make ordinary dice much more versatile)
· A speaker’s ball that can be tossed from student to student will really elicit answers from those reluctant or shy learners

· Board markers or colored chalk for teams
· Candy or some type of reward

· Laminated bingo cards or any other types of cards that can be reused repeatedly

Classroom Management and Organization

Teaching conversation presents teachers with distinctive problems not faced in more passive types of learning situations.  Students need to work together and to interact, which requires movement and results in noise.  Neither are appreciated by principals or teachers in surrounding classrooms and can create chaos in larger classes.  Efficient classroom management removes some of these difficulties.  
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Create semi-permanent teams for class activities and management.  Each team could have  
a rotating leader and teams might be rewarded for good behavior.
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Use partner and small group activities that keep the conversation to a reasonable noise 
level.
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Be consistent in discipline and reward.  This issue is particularly troublesome for native 
speakers from a culture that uses the carrot rather than the stick approach correct 
behavior.  In Korea, it’s considered an act of love when a teacher uses discipline, 
sometimes even physical, to demand a better performance from a student. 
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Keep an ‘English Zone’ in the class.  This will cut down the noise and make English the 
primary goal.
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Routine can be helpful but occasional surprises keep students from becoming bored. 

Maintaining a well-disciplined classroom is absolutely indispensable for interactive communication to take place in such large class sizes and it’s one of the biggest criticisms of native speakers that I’ve heard from Korean English teachers.

Conclusion

It’s imperative for the future of foreign language conversation in Korea that it is presented in a credible manner with positive outcomes.  As teaching conversation is fairly new to the school system it’s equally important that native speakers introduce new methodology with consideration to Korean culture and carefully choose which elements are contextually beneficial.  [image: image6.png]
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