
Joumal CAJLE. Vol. 8 (2006)

Conversation Management in Interactions Between Beginning
Japanese Students and Japanese Native Speakers at Visitor

Sessions

Satoshi Hashimoto, Akiko Hayashi
The College of New Jersey, Tokyo International University

hashirnot@tcnj.edu

t t t -j.e'y ! = >T aFJfr E *ffi+E# e
H -#EEEEE#o*f1:f;tt 61 > t -7, 2 = 2

fEA tr .+ ft+
1=- ) t*r-J i+ .  HHtr lHjr+

Abstract:

It is difTicult fbr foreign language students to find opportunities to interact
with the target language outside of the classroom. Many research studies state that
"conversations" in classroom settings have unique characteristics that differentiate
thern from "normal" daily conversations. Thus, occasionally some native speakers
of the target language are invited to the classroom to have "conversations" with
students there. The purpose of this study was to investigate whether visitor
sessions provide the opportunity for students to manage conversations in practical
interaction with native Japanese speakers. The results of this research study show
that visitclr sessions can provide sludents with practical interaction, an
environment that can rarely be provided by teachers in regular classroom sessions
where the teachers control conversations and interactions. The students tried to
take turns to initiate conversations and negotiate their interaction with the
Japanese visitors. However. the results reveal that the students need to learn
several components of conversation in order to manage their Japanese interactions
successfully. The conversations during the visitor sessions were dialogical but not
harmonious and student turn-taking was not appropriate. It is obvittus that
studen(s need to learn not only how to say what they want but also how to listen
in order to contribute to a realistic harmonious conversation.

1. Introduction

It is difflcult lbr foreign language students to find opportunities to interact

with the target language outside of the classroom. This holds true for students

studying Japernese where it is not used in daily lif'e; quite often, they do not have

opporlunities to interact with native Jiipanese speakers. For these students, contact
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with native speakers (NS) is rnainly in the classroom, and their teachers may be

the only native Japanese speaker with whom they interact. Neustupny (1995)

states that students whose study is classroom-based can create sentences in the

classroom. but can barely speak Japanese in practical interactions with Japanese

speakers. This is because such students do not have sufficient opportunities to

participate in "conversations" in practical situations where each participant

cclntributes to a current of unplanned interaction (Saito, 2000).

Many research studies state that "conversations" in classroom settings

have unique characteristics that difl'erentiate tl.rem from "normal" daily

conversations. According to Muraoka (1999), interactions in the classroom are

generally transactional in nature with the purpose of conveying actual messages.

Tcachers play the role of conversation managers, controll ing the topic and

purpose cl1- classroom interactions. They often use "teacher talk," as defined by

Muraoka (1999). and direct students to take turns (Kaplan, 1997). ln instances

where the students'oral proficiency is low, Muraoka (1999) atflrms that teachers

are more controlling of the students' participation in the target language. Kaplan

also states that in conversation, "any party may choose to speak next, but in the

classroom, only the teacher can self:select" (p.154), which emphasizes the

leachcr 's role as a conversat ion mi ln i lger.

Another unique characteristic of classroom interactions is that they are

"action interactions." or conversations where the purpose of the conversution is

the conversation itself (Muraoka, 1999). In order to accornplish this purpose, the

"lnitiation-Response-Feedback (IRF)" exchange is used by teachers (Muraoka,

1999), and many of the init iations used in the classroom al'e display questions

(Muraoka, 1999; Long & Sato, 1983). Teachers init iate and control the units of

exchange and student utterances, Saito calls the teacher's control "classroom

pivotal interaction management." That is, in "teaching exchanges" (Muraoka

1999), teachers usually control the topics and interactions, and students are

expected to utter what the teachers have planned for them. This type of interaction

does not exist in non-classroom, "normal" daily interactions among NS.
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Anolher rclationship exists between teachcrs and students that complicates

classroom interactions the host and 
-euest 

relationship-when tcachers are native

speakers of the target language. According to Fan (1994), when NS interact with

non-native speakers (NNS), thcy becorne hosts and guests respectively, with the

NS managing the conversation as a host. When a fbreign language teacher is a

native speaker of the target language, both the teacher-student relationship and

NS-NNS host-guest relationship exist simultaneously in the classroont, and both

of these relationships reinfbrces the other. As a result, teachers are expected to be

responsible lbr rnanaging conversaticln in the foreign language classroom and

keeping students under their control. These two relationships make the classroom

conversations and exchanges distinct from daily conversations and exchangcs.

In order to bridge the gap between the twc'r types of conversations and

exchanges, tcachers can provide practical situations to learners in the classroom

and have conversations to make the class more practical and usetul. According to

Ozaki and Ncustupny (1986), it is necessary to provide not only classroom

activities to practice the target language, but also practical situations r.vhere

students can realistically use the language. Kaplan (1997) and Cadoreth and

Harris (1998) also point out the irnportance fbr students to learn to cope with

unpredictable exchangcs in conversation which occur in normal, non-classroom

interactions. If students have negotiatcd interaction in practical situations. their

language acquisit ion may be enhanced (Kaplan, I997; Cadoreth & Harris, I998).

Neustupny (1995) lbund that when a new Japanese teaching assistant

arrivcd at Monash University in Australia. the students explained things about

their town in detail to the JTA and rephrased their explanations as needed. In

other words, when the students were expected to play the role of hosts in a normal,

claily situation, the students took on the role of conversation manugcrs in Japanese.

When learners are required to play the role of hosts in a practical situation with a

NS, thcy have opportunil ies to sclf '-select fbr turns, change topics by themselves.

and negotiatc unpredictable exchanges in conversations.
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2. Methods and Procedures

2.1 Purpose of the Study

Thc purpose of this study was to investigate wl.rether or not visitor

sessions provide the opportunity 1br students to manage conversations in practical

intelactions with native Japanese speakers. ln order to identify how the students

interacted with the Japanese visitors, the following questions were uti l ized: (1)

how ofien did the students take turns, (2) what was the manner in which the

students took turns. (3) did the students init iate the changing oftopics.

2.2 Participants

The subjects of this study were twenty-six students in two second-year

Japanese classes and three Japanese visitors who voluntarily participated in the

visitor sessions. The visitors were invited to the class as cultural infbrmants once

every two weeks. The students and the Japanese visitors were divided into three

groups, and were given a topic of discussion by a teacher before each session.l

Since the students had invited the Japanese guests to attend their class, the

studcnts were expccted to behave as hosts during the groups' conversations.

Most students did not have contact with a Japanese NS other than their

Japanese teachers outside of the classroom. The students' oral proficiency levels

were nclvice-high or intermediate-low. The three visitors were native Japanese

speakers: one Japanese male graduate student of the University of Tennessee,

Knoxvil le and two f'emale teachers at a Japanese supplementary school. The

visitors werc asked to speak English as l itt le as possible in the classroom. The

teacher was not supposed to participate in the conversations. but he did pilrticipate

occasionally. His participation may have alfected the results of the study. A

Japanese researcher also participated during the conversations of the fifth sesslon.

2.3 Methods and Data Collection

The visitor sessions wcre conducted at the University of Tennessee'

Knoxvil le during the 20(n lall semestct'. The visitor sessions were held fbr f if iy
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minutes once every two weeks fbr a total of six class meetings with the visitors

during the semester. The teacher divided the students and the three visitors into

three groups and gave thern discussion topics befbrehand. The topics included

infbrrnation about fbod, hometowns, sports, custorns, schools, and an introduction.

The topics were selected fiom the textbook that was used in regular class sessions,

Nakama 1. For example, in the customs and schools sessions, the instructor

showcd several brief videos about the topic, and the main discussion turned to the

ditferences and similarities between America and Japan. Three sessions were

selected to be audio tapcd fbr analysis so that cach group analyzed would be

interacting with a dif l 'erent Japanese visitor. Eight fbcus studenrs (Sl-S8) were

randomly chosen liom the twenty-six students in the three group sessions. Only

student 54 participated in both the third and fifth sessions.

Alier the first and second sessions, the researcher interviewed the

Jiipanese visitors fbr twenty to thirty minutes in order to understand what the

Japanese visitors thought of the students as hosts. Based on the first and second

interviews plus observation notes, the researcher gave fbedback to the teacher.

The teacher then renrinded the students that thcy were hosts in the visitor sesslons.

In addition, the visitors were reminded that they were not expected to behave as

teachers but rather as ordinary native Japanese speakerr.l

Table l: Topics and Participants in the Recorded Sessions

Sess i t l r t Topics Groun narticioants Notes

.l Sporls Japanese visi tor I
Students 4
(a teacher joined part ial ly)

A student
requested this
tonlc

-5 Japanese and
American custonrs

Japanese vis i tor  I
Students 2
(a Japnnese observer ioincd partiallv)

Alier watching
a video

6 Japancsc and
Arrer ican schools

Japancse vis i tor
Studcnts

I
3

After watching
a vide<r

The rccorded data from the group conversations was transcribed and

analyzcd (Table l) as the basis firr this study. Other data include inlerviews with

the participants, observation notes of the researcher, and questionnaires fi l led out
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by the students. l 'he method used in this study is dcrived fiorn Kirn's (2000) and

Sugito's (1987) studies, whcre each turn in the transcription is numbcred in

sequence in each session lbr analysis.

The deflnit ion of "turn" fbllows Kim's (2000), which is in turn based on

the definit ions by Sacks ct al. (1974). Cappella (1919), and Sugito (1987). A turn

is " thc uni t  o l 'c t rnversut ion that heginr uhen a purt ie ipanl  in a convcrsi l t ion starts

talking. and continues unti l another participant starts talking if there is a pause"

(p. 180). Kim (2000) classifles turns into subcategories as fbllows:

Chart 1: Thrn Subcategory Classifications

self'-selection (taking turn voluntarily)
rc-scll selection (taking turn voluntarily)
othcr sclcct ion (e.g.  responding kr assigned quest ion)

nlaln turn

side turn,urn 
I

--- backchanne.l

r rnrs-proJectron
turn-cor.npeting overlap

neutral turn (obscurc uttcrances or uttcrances unrelated to conversation flow)

A main turn is the only turn that can take the lloor and control the current

ofa conversation. It has the substantive abil ity fbr turn-taking and changing topics.

The main turn is dividcd into three subcategories depending on how a speaker

lakcs a turn: voluntarily or involuntarily. Self-selection and re-self-selection :ire

the turns that participants take voluntarily, whereas other selection is thc turn that

anclther piirt icipant directs to thc speaker with a question or by addressing him by

name. Side turns cannot take the floor; neither can a neutral turn. Hclwever, Kim

mentions, that a side turn afl 'ects turn-taking indircctly because it is related to a

main turn. Backchannels display the l istener's agreement, understanding, and

encouragement to the speaker.

In this study. thc fbllowing subcategories have been adopted and

modifled trom Kirn's study. Re-sel1--seleclion is intcgratcd into self '-selection

bccausc both show that a speaker takes a turn voluntarily. Since no mis-plojection

or tuln-conrpeting overlaps appcarcd thc data, these were excluded.
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In contr i ist to Kim, Sugito (1987) does not categorize turns except

dist inguish backchannels. He uses "turn" and "content" as simple Lrnits in

anii lysis of conversation among native Japanese speakers. In order to identify how

participants intcract in conversation, he examined three items:

Typcs of interaction: intcractions where two participants take turns
(c.g. A-B-A-B-A-B .) or intcractions whcrc scvcral participants
take turns fi 'eely (e.g. A-B-C-A-D . . .). The type of interaction is
identified by the rate of pairs of turns by the same speaker. For
exirmple,  when turns #l-3. ,5-7,9- l  I  are A's turns and turns #2-1,6-8,
l0-12 are B's turns.  the interact ion occurred betueen two plr t ic ipants
in an A-B-A-B pattern.

Attitude of participants: the participants' attitude in their participation,
active or passive, is identif ied by the nurnber o1 backchannels. When
the backchanncl ratc is high for onc participant, that participant's
attitudc is passivc. This is bccause of thc charactcristic of
backchanncls-backchannels cannot takc the floor and onlv shows a
listener's agreement and undcrstancling.

(3) Offbilng topics: the participants who oftbred topics identif ied thern
by mentioning nouns first in the conversation. According to Sugito. a
noun offered early in the conversation usually leads to a new topic.

As Kim (2000) and Sugito (1987) state, the parlicipants'interactions cun

bc dcscribed as "turn-taking." or the process of exchanging turns. "Turn" includes

main turn, sidc turn, and neutral turn. However. "turn-taking" is the process of

exchanging main turns as defined by Kirn. Exchanging rnain turns implies that the

participant takes the floor and affects the current i ind content of conversationr.

This research examines whether the visitor session can provide the opportunity

for students to rnanage conversation. Therefore, it follows Kim's definit ion lor

"turn-taking" as well.

The data was analyzed as lbllows: (l) how ofien and lbr how long did the

students take turns, including an analysis of the number of individual students'

turns, thc ratc of pairs of turns by the samc speaker, the number of student turns

by category, the nurnber of student self-selected turns by function. and the pattern

to

his

( l )

(2)
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of students' turn-taking, and (2) did the students init iate changing topics.

including an analysis of the number of t imes that nouns were first ofl 'ered by

students and the transition of topics bv students.

3. Findings and Results

3.1 The Number of Student Turns

First, the data was analyzed to see how much the students participated in

the conversations without considering content and length of turns. All turns were

counted :rs shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Number of Turns (S: Student, J: Japanese visitor, T: Teacher, O: Observer)

' '  21 ouI ol 102 (21.5/o) were backchannels.
" SS= 56. 57. lnd S8 sreeted each other and ofl'ered a politc introductory question.

In ei ich session. the students took one-half of al l  turns of the conversations and the

Japanese visi tors (or teacher or observer) took the other half .  Among the students,

however. the number of turns varied depending on the individuals within the

group. Each group had one or two students who took the init iat ive and took more

turns than the other students in the conversations: S1 and 53 in the session on

Iooic Group turns Turns bv cach puticipunt Turn percentage (c/c)

Sports 331

sl  66
s2 27
s3 59
S'1 ,  l l
J I

Total :166
98

49.3
29.1

I 13 21.6

Customs 252

S,1
S5

30
91 Total:  124 19.2

T2 102' 40.-5
o LO 10.3

School 236

S6
S7
S8
(ss)r '

38
6l
1/1

2 Total :  125 53.0
J3 l l l 41.0

Total 825 sl-8 roral :  412 19.9

,14



Journal CAJLE. Vol. 8 (2006)

sports, S-5 in the session on customs. and 57 in the session on schools. These

initiative-taking students also off-ered subjects voluntarily (the issue of offering

topics wil l be discussed later). The teacher's observations indicated that these

students werc not more talkative in the classroom compared to the other students;

in particular, 57 seldom spoke up in the regular class sessions. According to the

nunrber of students' turns, those who were quiet in regular class sessions were not

necessar i ly  st l  in lhe v is i tor  scssionr.

3.2 Percentages of Turn-taking try Specific Speakers (Type of interactions)

Next. the percentage of turn-taking by specific speakers was calculated in

ordcr to identify the type of interaction (in this section, "interaction" means

cclmmunication with two specific participants taking turns or with several

participants exchanging infbrmation lieely). According to the data, the percentagc

of the one-by-one turn-taking pattern (A-B-A-B) was 65.37c overall.

Table 3: Percentage ofTurn-taking by Specific Speakers

"'Ihe last uttcrancc was not a oair.

Thc scssion on sports resulted in the highest percentage of turns by

specific spcakers. According to the transcript of this session, one student and the

Japanese visitor took most of the turns regardless of who init ially mentioned the

topic. While onc studcnt and the Japanese visitor were talking about thc topic or

subtopic, the other students did not participatc.

Table 4 shows :rn example of this interaction. A student. S,1, offers a

subtopic, boxing, with turn #100, and Jl and 53 takc over the conversation and

continue to talk about boxing during turn #101-112. Another student, 55, otfers a

Topic
Numbcr of pairs
of al l  turn-takinc

Nunrber of pairs of turns
bv soecific spcakers

Percentage of pairs of tums
by specif ic speakels (%)

Soorts 168 " l l4 67.9
Customs 126 80 63.5
School 118 15 63.6

Total 4t2 269 65.3
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cl i f- fbrent topic. hockey, on turn #l13. However, student 55 does not continue to

talk about the new topic that they just introduced; instead. 52 and J I  take over the

conversation and continue to conversc about hockev during turn #l l3-124.

Table 4: 'Iurn-taking in the Session on Sports (from turn #98 to #121)

Subtooics Boxins ( f iom #100- l  l2)  Hockey ( l rom #1 l3- l2 l )

s.1
s-5

9U- 1 00
i l  l - l  l3

S] l l -s l l l l  l9-121

S3 102- 10.1 106- 108 I  t0-  I  l2
JI 99-t() l  t ( ) . r - t05 l07- l0e I  l4- t  l6 I  l8-120

Thesc are examples of interactions where two specific participants take turns-in

these twc'r  cases, the pattcrns are S3-Jl-S3-Jl  ancl  S2-Jl-S2-Jl .  Thc same tendency

lor two participants tcl dominate the conversation was observed in the other two

sessions; this pattern seems to be the key typc o1 interaction whcre the Japanese

visitor is the ccnter of the conversation. This type of pattern is similar to a typical

classroom intcraction where thc teacher is the center of the conversation. but a

key difterence during the visitor sessions was that each group had students who

welc uble to in i l ia le thc conversal ions.

3.4 Number of Student Turns try Category

Table 5: Number of the Students' Turns by Categories

Session
Main turn Sidc turn

( Backchanncls)
Ner.rtral turn TotalSelf-

select ion
Other-
selection

Subtotal

Sports
15

(46.0c/()
68

(41 . '7c/t)
143

(81.1%)
8

(4.97c)
T2

(7.4c/() 163

Customs
52

(12.0q)
35

(28.2%)
87

(10.2c/()
l l

(8.94/(,)
26

(20.9c/() 124

School
38

(30.1%)
55

(14Vc')
93

(74.4o/r)
6

(1.8Va)
1,1)

(20.8q;) 125

Tcxal
16.5

(40.1c/c)
i58

(38.37c)
323

(18.4Vc)
25

(6.1%)
64

(l5.5Vc') 1t2

41



Joumal CAJI-E. Vol. 8 (2006)

The students' turns were divided into thrce main categories with two sub-

categories following Kim's classification (Chart l) in order to identify how the

studcnts participated in the interactions (Table 5). In addition, the number of the

students' self-selectcd turns was broken down by f-unction (Table 6).

Table 6: Functions of Students' Self-selection Turns

3.4.1 Main Turn

Most of the students' turns were main turns (18.4c/o: see Table 5) in which

thc student tgok the f loor and changed the curent ofthe conversation (Kinr 2000).

In addit ion, alrnost half  of the main turns taken by the students were self-selected.

The number of self ' -selected turns indicates that the students voluntari ly took turns

to part icipate in the conversations, albeit  at a modest rate.

The researchers were able to categorize the specific functions of self-

sclected turns into the fbl lowing (see Table 6):

Questions
A) Questions about the topic
B) Questions asking fbr a word that the studcnts wanted to say
C) Questions to confirm understanding o1'or repcat a question
Statements
A1 Uttcranee about the lopic
B) Word given that other students did not know

( l )

(2)

Funct ion: Sports Customs School T0tal

Quest ion

Qr"rcstions about the topic 2t3 l I

l1

40

u9Qucst ions asking l t r r  a word thc
slut lcnt :  u i [ r t \ 'd lo ] i l )

Questions to confir.r understlnding
ol 'or  repeat a qucst ion

1

20

'l

l2

6

8

Stltement
Ultcrances about the krpic

$y'1rr is girct t  t l l i r t  o l l t t t  : ludent\

didn' t  knt-rw

20

0

-11

I

20

3

72

4
16

Scll'-selected turn total 15 52 -t8 165

,4<
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Self:selected turns were almost evenly divided betwecn questions and statements

wilh 51c/c, antl 64c/o, respectively. The students took turns with questions in order

to ncgotiatc their interactions with the visi tor and to init iate conversations. The

number of questions asking for a word that the students wanted to say in Japancsc

(17; Example l)  and to confinn understanding of or repeat a question (40;

Exarnple 2) indicate that the students were negotiat ing their conversations. Under

the Questions function, 6lc/a of the turns (-57 out of 89) were uttered in order to

ncgotiate meanings about the language i tself  rather to discuss the topics.

<Exarnplc l>
57: "Geometry"i l  E A;g{/J /uTi- ' i ' , ,

(What is "geometry" in Japanese'?)
J3: 3/ ' ' l (Kika' l )

<Exarnple 2>
54: {r  ' ,  - /9l , , - ,  (  < / :5 t , . .  - l - .4 t t t / . .

(Please say it again. Sorry to trouble you.)
J2: *j =,,[*, e-,8. (Tofu. rofu.)
s4:  g,H, l i t  , ,  (Tofu.  I  see.)

The session on sports had the greatest frequency of the students taking

turns with questions, but they seldom took turns this way in the other sessions. In

this session. students introduced subtopics with questions. One Japancse visitor

(J I ) answered most of their qucstions and asked questions in return (Example 3).

<Exan-rplc 3>
53: E A'C, l r  t /  -> > , ' l \  b v)  Lf  l t '

(Do you have boxing in Japan'l) Q ue s t ion ( Ini t i tLtion )
Jl :  f ' . ,0 i -J- .  z, ;F- ' /  !  L ' (  ;F2 z> 7i t :br)  .* , - ) - ,

(Yes, we do as a sport. Wc have boxing.) ResJtrnse
53: {,1,/w :.  (Really '?) Bu kchannel

&> v) l.-)- lt,, t,.+1, L,,,.--, (Do you,? Really?)
Stdtement

Jl  7 /  U / : 'C L t> t )  } j - i t ' "  (Do you have i t  in Arner ica' l )

Que st i on( I ni t i ttti ort )
53: / . , ,  &r. i lL I  ,  lWhat? Ah, Ycs.) Respon.;e

16
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In the sessions on customs and schools. the students' self-selected turns

were primarily statements about the topics rather than questions. In the sesslon on

sports, there were not as miiny factual statements by participants about the topic

because the topic tended towards a sharing of opinions such as various likes and

dislikes about sports. On the other hand, the conversations during the sesstons on

customs and schools included factual infbnnation plus the participants' own

thoughts and opinions because the participants had already acquired information

about Japanese customs and schools from the videos shown in class. Usually

these conversations consisted of the Japanese visitors asking the students about a

broad topic and the students cxpressing their own opinions and experiences. For

example. the students might be asked for their impressions of the video, or

information about American customs and schools, and the students would off'er

their own opinions and experiences. The visitors would continue the convcrsation

by asking questions or by making statements about the students' statements. This

type of pattern is observable in Example 4 where the students already have

inlbrmation about the topic (why studying in Japanese schools is more difficult

than in American schools) and voluntarily init iate statements while exchanging

inforrnation with others in the grouD.

<Examplc 4>:
56: l l6ipi l- t7 /  t)  )r-C' +-+(D,, . "

(We . . . gcometry in middle school in Arnerica.)
Ini tiat iort (,state nt e rt )

J3: 4r?'C4ldff L *'i-l.,
(Do you study Igeometry] in middle school'])

56: tr5r Cfrldfi L i-4-, (Wc study Igeometryl in middlc school.)
J3:  ; | r l ,  i , l t  , .  i i f  . .  l t f i '  v)  L L l : ,  (Oh, yes,  yes.  I  see.)

I  pause]
57: H AoD+{t i t !  {  6 l t  L t ' -C-f"

(Schools in Japan are vcry busy.) I n it i ation ( state me nt )

The other half of the main turns in thc recorded conversations are other-

selected turns rather than sclf:selected turns. These are turns in which another

participant directs the speaker with a question or by addressing them by name.

4l
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Most student turns in a classroom session bclong to this type, with the teacher

directing turns. Other-selected turns in the visitor sessions were answcrs to the

questions posed by the Japanese visitors. The Japanese visitors did not address the

ncxt speaker by name when asking their questions. However. the students

unclerstood who was being directed to respond in any turn bccause of the previous

intcractions where twc'r specil ic participants were taking turns. It is very

interesting that the teacher addressed each student by name and asked questions

specifically to the student he named during his participation in the session on

sports. This is a typical classroom interaction management technique that Saito

(2000) discusses.

3.4.2 Backchannels

In contrast to the main turns. f'ew of the students uttered backchannels.

Thc avcrage rate ol the students' backchanneling was very low (6.1olc). Along

with the students' lclw rate of backchannels, the Japanese visitors' rates of

backchannels were also low (J l  at  3. lc/o,  J2 at  21 .5c/c.  and J3 at  l l .7%) when

compared to the backchannel rate in conversations between native Japanese

speakers. According to Sugito (19t37), a participant is activcly involved in a

conversation when thc ratc of backchanneling is lc'rw. However, it is possible that

the students did not utter backchannels because they did not comprehcnd the

previous statement or they had not yet acquired the skil l  of backchanncling. When

thc rcscarcher interviewed the Japanese visitors after the first and second sessions,

the visitors stated that they were puzl,led because the students hardly uttered

backchannels.t Th"y were woniccl about whether or not the low backchannel rates

in this research indicated the students' active palticipation irr conversations.

The low backchannel rate also indicates the style of the conversation. Kim

(2000) states that the diffbrence in backcharrncl rate and main turn rate shows the

dilt-erence between cclnversation styles; that is, whether the conversation style is

dialogical (question and answer) or harmonious (conversation with

backchanneling), with harmclnious being the typical Japanese conversation style.
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The rate of backchannels in conversiit ions among native Japanese speakers is

approxirnately 50Vc. taking into account individual diff-erences (Sugito, 1987;

Kim, 2000). According to Maynard's study (1986) on convcrsations among

Japanese NS. u'hen one participant is speaking actively, the rest ofthe participants

in the conversation utter backchannels to avoid conflict and interact harmoniously.

According to this intelpretation of low backchannel rates and typical conversation

stylcs, the conversations in these sessions tended to be dialogical conversations.

3.4.3 Patterns of Turn-taking by Students

In order to identify when the students took turns, the patterns of student

turn-taking were analyzed. There were fitur types of student turn taking: (l) turn-

taking after a pause and a change in subtopic (Appendix, Examples 5 and 6), (2)

tum-taking afier a pause with no change in subtopic (Appendix, Example 7), (3)

turn-taking alter backchanneling with no change in subtopic (Appendix, Example

8), and (4) turn-taking with a transition word at the beginning of a sentence

(Appendix,  Example 9).

Turn-taking is supposed to occur at the moment when a speaker flnishes

speaking (or a l istenerjudges that a speaker has finished) and the l istener becomes

the speaker (Horiguchi. 1997). However, according to Komuro (1995), a speaker

must show consideration to the l isteners in turn-taking during conversotions

between native Japanese speakers (fbr example, by using the tag question rta or

enrphatic ,r'o). The listeners then have to show consideration towards the speaker

by backchanneling. The basic pattern is as fbllows (Komuro, 1995, p.55):

Chart 2: Basic Patterns ofJapanese Turn-taking

Part icipant I :
Any part icipant othcr than I:
Part icipant I l :

ontent (a

b
rtcnt (c

Utterances (a) and (c) are main turns with currcnt conlent.
Uttcrance (b) is backchanneling. laughing, or using a transit ion word.

Participant II could utter l(.bjl by hirn/herself and take a turn.
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In the sessions observed fbr this research study, most of the students' turn-

taking patterns in the conversations were Types (l) and (2). According to Komuro

(1995), Types (l) and (2) are inappropriate patterns and Types (3) and (4) are

acceptable. The data of this study reveals only four instances of turn-taking

helonging to the rppropr iate pal terns.

In the cases of inappropriate turn-taking (Type (l) in Example 5, Type (2)

in Exarnples 6 and 7), the students took turns after a pause. Pauses occurred quite

often in the visitor sessions fbr several reasons. As Example 5 shows, when the

students could not understand a word or sentence in the Japanese visitor's

utterance, they did not respond to it, thus creating a pause. After the pause, the

students took a turn and changed the subject. However, the turn after the pause

seemed awkward because the listener or student who took the turn did not show

his/her consideration to the previous speaker via backchannel or similar method.

Even when the students seemed to understand the previous utterance,

pauses frequently occured and the flow of conversation was broken, as Examples

6 and 7 demonstrate. This might have been because the students needed time to

think about what to say and how to phrase it in Japanese. Interviews confirmed

that this was the case: one stlrdent said in her interview that it took time to think

of what she wanted to say in Japanese, and another student mentioned that he

gave up saying what he really wanted to say because his Japanese was not good

enough to talk about an abstract idea in detail. It is difficult fbr elementary

learners to listen to the target language (in this case, Japanese) and show

consideration toward the speaker while thinking clf what they want to say next.

These results suggest that students nccd to have opportunities in practical settings

in the classrclom in order to experience normal conversations with unpredictable

exchanges and acquire appropriate turn-taking skil ls.

3.4.4 Transition to Subtopics in Conversations

The final part of the data analysis examined the number of nouns that

were first introduced bv the students and the students' transitions to ditfbrent
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subtopics in order to determine if the students were init iating conversations (see

Tables 7 and 8). Numerically, of the total number of nouns introduced in

conversations, about hall ' the nouns were introduced by the students and the other

half were generatcd by the Japanese visitors (or the teacher/observer).

Table 7: Number of Nouns Introduced bv the Students

Sornc nouns init ially introduced by the students were used by other participants

and the convcrsation continued on the subtopic. The Japanese visitors' nouns fall

Session Total Students Number ol nouns
first introduced by

students

Nouns repeated by other participants
( )=Otherusers;

T=teacher. O=Jaoanese observer
Sports l0 l SI l8 supootsu (J, 53, 54, T). yakyuu (J, 52

T). ninki (J, T), yakyuu scnshu (J)
surrrcxr (J, S2), onna no hito (J, S2),
sakkaa (S2. T). three ball (S4. T)

S2 5 Orinpikku (J, S3, T). gymnastic/taisoo
(J). tenisu (J). hockev (J). team (J)

S3 21 Pro-wrestling (54), boxing (J). hima
(T), Dornino's Pizza (T),
banncr/kanban (T), lirst place/ichiban
(T), rowing (T). high school (T).
Chaltanoosa (T ). fishine/tsuri (J)

S4
Session
Total

45
(41.6c1)

Custorns 66 S5 .l ongaku (J) .  McDonald 's (J)

S6 29 uchi (J, O), kutsu (J), Jane (J).

voice/koe (J), hirugohan (J), sushi (S.1,

J) ,  udon (J) .2 lsai  (J) , juusu (J) ,

roommate (J), garage/gareeji (J).
gate/mon (J. O)

Session
Total

33
(50.07r,)

School 5l S7 IO gecxnetry/kika (J), chuugaku (J), pun
(J).  onigokko/tag (J) ,  n in (J) ,

nen/5nensei  (J) .  benkoo (J) ,  shir i tsu (J)

S8 l2 rccess/yasumi (J, 56, S8), monkey bar
(J), hitori  (J), sensce (J). kookoo (J)

S9 I homework/shukudai (J), ichi-ji (J).
swine (J,  57)

Session
Total

LO

(51.\c/c)

Total 218 104
(47.7Vo)
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into this category; they used nouns already introduced in order to continue the

conversations. Only sevcn nouns were repeated by thc students in the

conversations, and five of them were words fiom English, such as f, ;f' - "t

(sports) and -.t U > t ' y 2 (Olynpics). The Japanese visitors uttered as many

nouns as the students did during the convcrsations, but the students did not repeat

many of these nouns. This might have been because the students had not yet

learned most of the nouns and could not understand their meaning. In lact. in the

questionnaire, more than half of the students answered that it was difI icult to

speak with the Japanese visitors because they did not have the vocabulary to carry

on conversation. These results show that the Japanesc visitors picked the nouns

that the students introduced and continued the conversation on the subtopics while

the students introduced subtopics but could not sustain the conversation.

Table 8: Transition to Subtopics of the Conversations

When the tcacher joined the conversations, the transition to subtopics

sho'uved the typical characteristics of classroom discourse. During the period when

the teacher joinecl the visitor sessions, the students never init iated subtopics (see

the underlincd transitions in Table 8). The number of nouns the teachcr

introduced was l2 (l l .9c/(), but hc controlled all subtopics in the conversrtions in

which hc participated. In addition, he assigned the next speaker by addressing the

Tonic Transition of the subtopics arrd the person who offered the subtopics

Sports favorite sports (S I ) .  baseball  (S I ) ,  Olympic (S3), popular baseball  playcr (S I ) .
sumo (Sl).  pro-wrcstl ing (S3), baseball  player (S1). boxing (S3), sports they
do/did (J), hockey (S2), col lege sports (S I ) ,  fbotbal l  (S l) ,  NASCAR (S3),
popular tcarrs (S2), women and sports (S l) ,  soccer (T), Ol) 'mpic (T), what S3
did (paint ing)(T). baseball  (T). what 53 did (rowing)(T). raft ing (T), f ishing (S3)

Custolns shocs (S5).  rnusic in thc v ideo (Szl) ,  how to take ofTshoes (J) ,  Jane's voice (S5),

lunch (S5).  how to s i t  (S'1),  how to f i l l  a glass of  beer (S5),  agc and dr inking (S5).

how to treat a guest at a meal (J), garage and gatc (S5)

Sehools l rnpression ol 'v ideo (J) ,  d i f l 'erencc between American and Japanese school  (J) ,

homework (S8),  recess (57),  number of  teachers (S7),  s ize of  a c lass (S7),

dilTcrcnce between Amcrican and Japanesc schools (57)
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student by name. Thcse results suggest that it is difficult fbr both teachers and

students to get out of the usual classroom role relationships.

4. Conclusion

The rcsults of this research study show that visitor sessions can provide

studcnts with practical interaction, an environment that can rarely be provided by

teachers in regular classroom sessions where the teachers control conversations

and interactions. In the conversaticlns during visitor sessions, the students tried to

take turns to init iate conversations and negotiate their interaction with the

Japanese visitors. They also introduccd most of thc subtopics. The visitor sessrons

were able to provide rcalistic situations where the speakers and listeners in the

conversation cxperienced unprediclable exchanges. The students who participated

in the sessions afflrmed this with the following responses to the questionnaires:

"We didn't have set things we were going to say during the project session," "We

had an opportunity to speak and attempt alternative structure solutions to

reinlbrce and or correct/be corrected [on] thcir ideas on ditferent topics," "The

visitors sessions involved more interaction." "The visitrlr sessions were more

challenging because we hacl to init iate conversations on our own."

On the other hand, the results reveal that thc students need to learn several

components of conversation in order to manage their Japanese interactions

succcssfully. The conversations during the visitor sessions were dialogical but not

hannonious and student turn-taking was not appropriate. It is l ikely that their

l istening conrprehension and vocabulary were not developed enough to create

harmonious convcrsation. Thc students seldom uttered backchannels when thcy

should have shown listener ernpathy to the speaker. It is obvious that students

need to learn not only how to say what they want to say but also how to l isten in

order to contribute to a realistic harmonious conversation.

This research suggests the importance of providing realistic, practical

situiit ions frlr lbrcign languagc classes. It also suggests that leachers need to

provicle practice in the classroom in developing l istening skil ls, improving
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vocabulary, and learning backchanneling techniques in addition to practical

interactions.

Notes
l.  A male graduate teaching assistant conducted these sessions under thc supervision of

the Japanesc prof'essor fbr each class.

2. A l imitat ion of this study was that two visi tors were teachers and therc was aconccrn

that thcy rnight bchave as teachers. I t  was di l f icult  to f ind Japancse visi tors in the

arca who could part icipatc in al l  of thc sessions.

3. A t-ew studcnts did not utter backchannels but showed non-verbal signs ( i .e. laughing

and nodding).
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Appendix: The Patterns of Turn-Taking by the Students

( shadou'ed area is a cuc and ! bo^ pott is turn{aking)

(l) turn-taking after a pause and a change in subtopic

<Example 5>
53: 2- U ., x' 'v 2 , i 

-- 
z. 4+ 3 -c-d-l',

(You l ike Olympic tennis'?)
I l :7- ,z i : l i / -E.-Ci i l - / ' .  (? ? ?) lxEL* L; ' : ,

( l  havcn't  watched tennis. I  watched '???)

S3/S4: i . I t  \ .  ( l  see.)

(Thc new swimsuit is very interesting.) lStutementl

<Example 6>
II  - l 'U . 'Y y ) /  i tF-* t t - / .  ? (Didn' t  you scc the Olympics'?)

54: f  ,U' i , ,  (NO.)

[S I and 54 laugh]

Ipausel

@ ( ls sumo l iket l  in Japan' . ' t

lQuestionl

(2) turn-taking after a pause with no change in subtopic

<Exarnple 7>
55: &. Fi l  H i lJ- L !  [pause] : ' i l l "  t  fpausel ,b. 2 E /u.

(Wcll ,  I  i l ikel sushi, r ice, and edon)

12: :l L /u ? ([you rnean] udon noodles'l)

55: ' j  L ' l - .  (Udon noodles.)

l2'. :t A /u,. (Udon noodlcs.)

S-5:  tD. &>/u, , , , .  / \ jJu.Lf  . 'c- t - , .

(Well .  [udon noodles] is del icious.)
loausel

(I  have leaten] sushi.)

J l: J--,, F- * L /: ? (Did you see it?)
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(3) turn-taking after backchanneling with no change in subtopic

<Example 8>
57: f ' l , i iz j .5 t  , i '* .  11 3 i  L / : .  ( l  went to a srnal l  music.)
J3: uJ'5 L .E--4:-C-i- i , , ,  ?tt-C-d-r ' .

(Is it a srnall music or school'l)
57:  iJ t  r .  zJ , . \  l ,  . , .  ,  , .

An. elementary school .  .  .
(Ycs, a small  .  .  .  Well ,  elementaly school.)

S6: zJ.*tt- , ,  (Elementary school.)
J3: r l . i fE,, (Elementary school.)

S7: r l '?ft .  (Elementary school.)

J3: zj .  * L 
-+tf" Z ) {. f  i . .  i*r, . .  (A small  school. I  see. )

i>/ :  L t ,Z i  -CL;t . ' . (My :chtxr l  wlr :  i t lso [sntul l ] . )

(4) turn-taking with a transition word at the beginning of a sentence

<Exanrple 9>: (Talking about f 'cnccs and house gates in the US)
O:7)t)) tL- t t . ;7" .  .  , \b7t '+L, ,  , . .  &.v)  ! , -4-"

(There are some houses with f'ences in America, too.)
55: ,  , ,  l l f  , , .  .  . .  (Yes. .  .  )

+DAi i i : - /  : , :271\-  "  -  tDv) j . i ! / - , .
( .  .  .  But. .  .  the t 'cnccs are not in. .  .  frontofthe houses.)
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