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Face-to-face discussion is often considered as a challenging activity for Japanese students
learning English as a foreign language. Although some scholars have suggested that a co-
constructive approach between students and teachers can develop effective discussion
strategies, such an approach from the learners’ perspective (=emic approach) is scarce. In this
study, the author applies conversation analysis (CA) as an emic intervention method to help
improve students’ discussion performance. Participants for this study were first-year university
students who attended weekly group discussions in English language classes. They watched
video recordings of their discussions as a self-reflection activity and transcribed their performances
based on the CA transcription convention. After 12 weeks, their performance did not change
regarding their language usage. However, their reflective reports changed from “self-oriented
comments” to “other-oriented comments.” These findings indicate that CA interventions can help
change students’ perceptions of participation in discussions, even if immediate performance
improvements are not evident.
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revious studies have shown that participating in oral communication, including

face-to-face discussions, is challenging for Japanese EFL students (Yanagi & Baker,
2015; Benson et al., 2013). TESOL practitioners and researchers have explored better
practices in the context of Japanese language teaching (Benson et al., 2013). Benson et
al. (2013) suggested a “co-constructed approach” to improve Japanese EFL students’ oral
communication skills. In the co-constructed approach, learners construct strategies
with the teacher, giving them a sense of ownership and agency in the language learning
process. Such a co-construction approach can be reinterpreted as an emic approach (Pike,
1966) because it originates not from outside learners, such as textbooks, but from their
experiences and orientations regarding their performance in English.

In the study of second language acquisition (SLA), the emic approach is often explored
in conversation analysis (CA), particularly in language learning and teaching contexts
(Seedhouse, 2005). Such studies are referred to as CA for SLA (Markee & Kasper, 2004)
and treated as a study of applied CA (Antaki, 2011). Applied CA studies do not begin with
a problem defined in CA terms but in other specific research domain terms in which CA
is applied to other discipline-specific issues, such as TESOL student-teacher training
(Carpenter, 2021; Heritage & Robinson, 2014). Extending such “applied CA,” TESOL
scholars have recently termed their research practice to the “CA intervention” study.

CA intervention is defined as “Applying CA to a ‘practical problem with the intention of
changing or solving those problems” (Antaki, 2011, 1). For example, Carpenter (2021)
and Ishino and Takahashi (2023) implemented a CA intervention study to help improve
TESOL student-teacher teaching practices. They confirmed the efficiency of the CA
intervention in the US (Carpenter, 2021) and Japanese contexts (Ishino & Takahashi,
2023).

However, studies conducting CA interventions to train EFL learners in discussion
performance are scarce. Although the effectiveness of CA interventions in practitioners’
professional practices has been documented (Carpenter, 2021), how they work in
language learners’ interactional practices has not been sufficiently examined. To help
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fill this gap, 1 examined how the CA intervention could be applied to language learners
as a pedagogical practice. Specifically, by targeting Japanese university EFL students, 1
examined whether CA interventions enhanced their discussion performance.

Literature Review
CA study on L2 discussion

Regarding the CA in L2 discussions, Hauser (2009) analyzed Japanese EFL students’
small group discussions with turn-taking management. He found that students showed
an orientation toward avoiding and minimizing gaps and overlaps. Noting that the
turn-taking system deviated from the daily conversation system, he concluded that
these students manage their turn-taking system locally. Sert (2019) investigated the
talk-in-interactions of L2 English learners during discussion tasks in Turkey. He found
that learners often co-completed their discussion tasks when one interactant faced
difficulty articulating English words. Sert (2019) defined such practice as learners’
“active listenership,” which requires attentive listening when interactants speak. Such
active listenership enables students to achieve collaborative resolution of interactional
problems.

The findings generated by the CA’s emic perspective of student interaction in a
discussion task are helpful in teaching L2 discussions. However, few studies have
attempted to deploy such CA’s emic perspective in interventions to help develop L2
students’ discussion performance.

CA intervention with Transcription

Although not in L2 discussion teaching, Carpenter (2021) documented a CA
intervention study on a language teacher’s development of elicitation techniques with
young ESL learners. She conducted a CA-informed analysis of TESOL student-teacher
(ST) lessons performed over four months. After one month of observation, Carpenter
(2021) provided feedback based on the study of the ST’s lessons and examined how ST
changed practice four months later. Carpenter confirmed that CA’s emic perspective
helped improve ST’s teaching practices. Following Carpenter (2021), Ishino and
Takahashi (2023) conducted a CA intervention with Japanese EFL ST undertaking pre-
service training in their microteaching. They also analyzed the ST’ initial microteaching
and provided feedback. They confirmed improvements during the second round of
microteaching.
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While these studies deploy CA to analyze learners’ improvement, no study has yet
allowed learners to use those CA perspectives to observe their performance. This
intervention study attempted to encourage learners to use the CA’s emic perspective to
improve their practices. While the CA’s robustness is its sequential analysis (observing
participants’ turn-taking), another essential aspect is its transcription system. CA’s specific
transcription convention (Jefferson, 2004) requires the transcriber to focus on the details
of the interaction, including the duration of silence, voice inflection, and overlapping
conversation. CA transcription requires the transcriber to possess an emic view.

Some TESOL studies have shown that learners transcribe their L2 performance
(Mennim, 2012; O’Grady et al., 2008); however, the CA’s transcription convention is
more demanding regarding its rules. Thus, this study argues that the CA transcription
system provides students with emic insights into their performance and generates
strategies to participate in discussions. Therefore, this intervention study used the CA
transcription system as an intervention device to improve EFL learners’ discussion
performance.

Method
Participants

The participants were 27 first-year university students enrolled in an English language
course at a private university in Japan. Their ages ranged from 19 to 20 years, and their
English proficiency was approximately CEFR B1-B2. Among the 27 students, Noriko
and Aya were selected as the focal students in this study as they represent the typical
changes that observed among the 27 students. No participant had prior experience living
in an English-speaking country. The instructor was the researcher of this study. She was
trained as a conversational analyst during her PhD program.

All participants provided informed consent, and the university’s institutional review
board approved the study. All names were anonymized, and any personal information
was modified to protect individual privacy.

Data Collection

The data consisted of approximately 18 hours of video recordings of the students’
group discussions and their reflective reports on each discussion. Group discussions were
recorded over 12 weeks during a 15-week general English language course. The course is
designed to help students gain general academic English skills through presentations and
group discussions.
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A discussion topic was provided in each class, and the students worked in groups to
discuss their thoughts for 15 min.

For group discussions, the students were asked to form a group of four; each group
had a moderator to facilitate the discussion. However, the roles were flexible, as some
students voluntarily played the role of moderator if the initially assigned moderator did
not promote the debate. The groups were formed randomly, and the instructor created
the group based on where the students were seated in the classroom during the week of
initial discussion.

After the discussion, each group was asked to give a short presentation to share their
thoughts on the topic with the other class members. Every week after class, students
were asked to submit reflective reports to the instructor as homework assignments. The
assigned weekly reports were used to examine the efficacy of the CA intervention.

Intervention Procedure

Similar to previous CA intervention approaches (Carpenter, 2021; Ishino & Takahashi,
2023; Robinson & Heritage, 2014), this study applied Robinson and Heritage’s (2014) pre-
intervention, intervention, and post-intervention frameworks. The intervention process
is summarized in Figure 1. Participants underwent four cycles of the intervention phase
over a 15-week semester.

Figure 1
Intervention Steps

During the intervention (Robinson & Heritage, 2014), students were asked to watch
video recordings of their group discussions and select a particular moment at which
they thought they could perform better. They were then asked to transcribe the moment
based on CA transcription conventions (Jefferson, 2004) and write possible strategies
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to execute their tasks better. Although the students’ transcribing was inaccurate in its
annotation of the duration of silence, voice inflection, and overlapping conversation, the
aim of letting the student transcribe their discussion was to allow them to focus on those
micro aspects of the interaction.

After transcribing, the students were asked to share their transcriptions with their
peers and discuss their generated strategies with each other to engage in dialogic
reflection. The course instructor then checked the students’ reports and strategies and
gave them feedback on finding ways to improve. There was a second round of discussions
with the same group members in the subsequent week.

Analytic Procedure

First, the author analyzed the students’ oral communication performances during
the first discussion video recording and the discussion phase in the last cycle of the
intervention. Specifically, the author examined whether the students’ performances
changed following their generated strategies in reflective reports between the first and
later cycles of the intervention phase.

Second, the author analyzed their reflective reports and the interaction sequence
within the extract that each student chose for their reflection from the first rounds of
discussion in the first and fourth cycles, respectively. In doing so, the author analyzed the
problems that students observed in their discussions from the CA perspective and their
reflective comments on the reports.

Findings
By comparing Week 1 with the first and fourth rounds of the intervention cycle,
students’ discussion performance did not change regarding the strategies they generated
in their reflective comments. However, regarding the selection of recorded moments and
reflective comments, the author noticed a large shift.

While their comments in Week 1 were more self-oriented, they eventually became
other-oriented. The “self-oriented comments” in this study refer to the reflective
comments that the student focused on their own oral performance (i.e., grammatical
errors, disfluent, etc..) in their comments on the discussion video. In contrast, “other-
oriented comments” refers to the comments that the student focused on their
performance errors in terms of other group members (i.e., lack of securing recipiency
from the group members before the student spoke) in their comments.
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In what follows, the author presents the cases of two students, Noriko and Aya. Their
comments and those of the other participants were translated into English.

Noriko’s Transcription and Her Reflective Comments In the First Round

Figure 2 shows a screen capture of Noriko’s transcription, which she selected from the
recorded video and transcribed during the first intervention phase. The discussion topic
was “Should the Japanese government accept refugees?” Noriko transcribed the moment
her group’s moderator expressed his viewpoint and was nominated as the next speaker.

Figure 2
Noriko’s Transcription of the First Round

32 N:I think um.. I think we should accept refugees.um..ah.. Of cause, Japan ha

ve money problem. But I think.. In Japanese, zindoutekini (ANJEMIIZ) I think
we should accept refugees. I think.

“« »

Although she transcribed her pauses as “..” in her transcription above, there were
many pauses and silences in her recorded video, as she commented in her reflective
commentary (Figure 3). As she transcribed, she stated that the Japanese government
should accept refugees, and her reason was because of humanitarian aid.

Figure 3 shows a screen capture of Noriko’s reflective comment regarding the above
interactional moment. In order to maintain the authenticity of the first-hand data, the
students’ reports in Japanese were translated into English as follows:

Figure 3
Noriko’s Reflective Comments on the First Round

BEATZH & SRR, SRR

BT D B O AANEOHF TE & E - THRWVDIZEE LIGD 72N T, IR TLE 7, filh
ELRINILESTLESTZONZENEIR LIZOT, BREZHLIBEBNOPTELDTHLED
HOTEE LIV, AJER), O XD 228 LOEERE e 2 X HRBEEE TR L2 T

English translation

Although 1 have not yet organized my opinions, | have just started talking. Thus,
my turn was disrupted by silence. The next time, 1 begin my turn when 1 am ready
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to share my ideas with everyone. In addition, 1 will use an easy word instead of a
difficult word like “humanitarian aid.”

Noriko’s strategies for the next time were primarily: a) she would organize her
thoughts before starting to speak so as not to disrupt the discussion with silence, and b)
she would not use a difficult Japanese word, such as [JINDOUTEKI] (humanitarian aid),
where she needed to use Japanese instead of English and choose easier words to express
her thoughts in English.

Noriko’s Transcription and Her Reflective Commentslin the Fourth Round

Figure 4 shows Noriko’s transcription performance in Week 1 of the fourth cycle. The
discussion question was, “Is Starbucks offering paper straws a good move in terms of
SDGs?” The moderator of her group, M, in the transcript, nominated Noriko as the first
speaker to share her thoughts to the group.

Figure 4
Noriko’s Transcription of the Fourth Round

38 M: Ok.so.. What do you think about topic?

39 N: I think.. it is.. not to use paper straws instead of ..

40 M; Stop!

41 N: I think it is not.. not really good to use paper straws instead of
Plastic straws because.. because I.. I think.. T think it is not.. I think it is
not.. not meaningful only straw change. If Starbucks change straws, plastic to

PeE]

paper, B#b T TAF v 7 L/le TEIPOIZE XD change LB WWWDIZ722 & T think.

English translation of the Japanese in the last line

If Starbucks changes straws from plastic to paper, 1 think it is better to change the
cup material from plastic to non-plastic material.

Based on the recorded video, the moderator’s saying “stop” at line 40 seems to be
oriented to other participants. As some participants were writing while Noriko was
speaking line 39, the teacher, while walking around to monitor them, also was talking
to another group member. Thus, they did not listen to Noriko actively. The moderator
perhaps observed their non-readiness in listening to Noriko and, therefore, told Noriko
to “Stop” and wait until they were ready.
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Figure 4 shows that there was no significant change in her discussion practices

regarding the strategies Noriko generated. For example, even though Noriko generated

a strategy of organizing her thoughts before her next turn to avoid causing silence,

Noriko’s turn had many pauses and silences. In addition, while Noriko’s second strategy

in Week 1 was to choose a more accessible word to express her thoughts in English,

she depended more on her L1 during the discussion (Figure 4). However, regarding

her selection of moments and comments, the author noticed a large shift, as shown in

Figure 5.

Figure 5
Noriko’s Reflective Comments on the Fourth Round

BRATZEL & SR R SRR

BT L= =T D LT R, HKEFHTE TORVARNWZICHED LT ASOEREZ SN
WROTZDIE, Y BRATWIRpolip/e L BWET, ZHICA T, EREZS IBEICT S AARGEZ
STLEIODOT, HAFHEILE D LTHHIFENAHTIFURBBHNTLE S LW IO GEGIC LMDV K
IBOET, HABROEREFELOHRR EIHZFTAARTEROT, ZZTHRINISHEFELE-oTNE
FenEBWET, 50 LASICEL LW TT,

English translation

Even though the moderator asked me to stop, | started to express my opinion. Even
though there were people who were not ready to listen, I think I did not see what
was going on around me. In addition, | use Japanese immediately when expressing
my opinions, so 1 will limit myself to using Japanese only when 1 cannot convey my
intended meanings in English and awkward silences are produced. When 1 have to
summarize everyone’s opinions, 1 mostly use Japanese, so I would like to use English
as much as possible. I want to work harder for myself.

Her previous comments (Figure 3) were more self-oriented, as she focused on her
language usage and disfluency in speaking. However, her remarks here became rather
other-oriented since she wrote, “I was too careless not to make sure that others were
ready to listen.” This means that Noriko noticed that the timing of her speech was not
right since other members were not ready to listen; therefore, the moderator said, “stop”
to her (line 40 of her transcription) in the video. A similar change was observed in Aya’s
transcription and reflective comments.
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Aya’s Transcription and Her Reflective Comments in the First Round

Figure 6 shows a screen capture of Aya’s transcription during the first intervention
phase. The discussion topic was “Should the Japanese government accept refugees?”
Aya transcribed the middle portion of her turn, expressing her opinions to the group
members.

Figure 6
Aya’s Transcription of the First Round

IN: Of course, as you said, in advance, Japan has to make the limit ation,
but, the number of refugees will increase more and more,in the future, so
that, other country will recommend to Japan to make the frame,,a a n:.a

M:limitation?

N: Limitation. of of: refugees more and more, so maybe, it is difficult to
Stay.

N represents Aya in the transcript. As can be seen from her transition towards the first
turn, she had trouble with her speech production. Then, M profters the possible word for
her to produce, “limitation.” Figure 7 shows a screen capture of a comment by Aya, which
reflected on this moment.

Figure 7

Aya’s Reflective Comments on the First Round

CHETEINIONEEENLT, #MEF- .

(fl#) BHO PTHRTSEL T, B ED THAIEITE TR B BT,
(E3F5)BHOPTIHFETEAIC”In Japanese, "CRIBESLT. B2 ICHEBTLe o TLESITINL
Ly, BRI B 7ol

English translation

« 1 froze for a second because 1 forgot how to say it in English.

(Why) because 1 was searching for an English word, and there was an awkward
silence, which made it more difficult to remember the word.

” «

(how to improve) I could say “In Japanese” “and speak it in Japanese. 1 can save time

during discussions.

As shown above, Aya focused on her disfluency in speaking as she wrote that she froze
for a second. Aya’s strategy for the next time is to switch from English to Japanese if she
produces an awkward silence.
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Aya’s Transcription and Her Reflective Comments in the Fourth Round

Figure 8 shows Aya’s transcription performance in Week 1 of the fourth cycle. The
discussion question was, “Is Starbucks offering paper straws a good move regarding
SDGs?” The moderator of her group nominated Aya and again transcribed the moment
in the middle portion of her talk.

Figure 8
Aya’s Transcription of the Fourth Round

1 N: And, first reason is that, we can say the same thing about using plas
tic straw and paper straw, because plastic straw, of course, plastic straw
lead to environmental problem, for example, fish eats microplastic produc
ts,and we can, people eat that fish, this is, as you know, this is serious
problem.
M: mm.

Although Aya did not transcribe the details of the pauses and gaps in the recorded
video, she produced many pauses, silences, and self-repairs. However, she did not use the
strategy (switching into Japanese from English) generated during the first intervention
phase (see Figure. 7).

For this selective moment, Aya generated her other-oriented reflective comments, as
shown in Figue.9.

Figure 9
Aya’s Reflective Comments on the Fourth Round

GEAZEH]

Fors e ERL Th ADNVEBE RGEEL TULOe O SRBENCB DI T - SR TL» R TNVaD T, —H
BNEEL TWL B T3-T ML TR TL B ADZ OB BH O FEL TL 3NBEERBL TLAZTLVEDD
PBIEH Tz,

(EDT D) BRIEFEE LT LoD, BIfZEOEIEHTLEIDOT. BIEESHE IETEL DL
T HL TN TV B ADRICHIEIE TS 2<50 . Bz £iFfzly.

English translation

Although a person who asked me my opinion looked at me all the time, 1 looked
down all the time I spoke. Thus, I went on and on about my opinions, and I did not
check whether the people followed me.
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(Strategy) Face up when I talk and look at the listeners’ eyes as much as 1 can,
although 1 might get nervous making eye contact with people while talking to them.

As can be seen, Aya focused on her recipients’ faces in the video and her attitude to the
recipients in her comments. That is a big shift from the previous reflective comments.
Previously, Aya’s previous comments and strategies in the first round were self-oriented,
as she focused on the language use and silences she produced during her talk. However,
in her comments this time, she changed to being other-oriented, as she was inattentive
to others, not checking if they were following what she was talking about. Although the
author is not able to illustrate other students’ changes here due to space limitations,
those two students represent many other students’ changes after the CA intervention in
this study. Many of them also showed their changes in their reflective comments after
the intervention, as Aya and Noriko did.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined whether CA interventions could improve EFL students’
discussion performances in English language learning courses at Japanese universities.
After 12 weeks of intervention, this study found that the focal students’ discussion
performance did not change regarding their oral performance strategies during the
fourth group discussion. However, their reflections on discussion performance had
changed from self-oriented to other-oriented. For example, in the first cycle’s reflective
report, Noriko mentioned that she should have used easier English words rather than
complex words so she did not have to switch to Japanese from English. However, in her
reflective report in the fourth cycle, she reflected that she should have ensured that the
other group members were ready to listen to her before starting to talk.

Therefore, the CA intervention helped change students’ reflective perspectives
regarding how their interactants (group members in the discussion) listened to or did
not listen to them. In other words, students focus more on how others perceive their
talk instead of how they feel during the discussion. Thus, this study concludes that
the CA Intervention with transcription helped students develop perceptions of how to
participate in face-to-face discussions.

As a pedagogical implication of the intervention, this study suggests that teacher
feedback on linguistic instruction after the reflection phase would help improve students’
performance, as many of them were first concerned about their speaking fluencies in
their reflective comments. The intervention period was also slightly shorter than that
of an existing CA intervention study (Carpenter, 2021). If a year-long intervention
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was conducted, it is possible that the students’ improvement based on their generated
strategies may also be observed. Thus, as a future implication, this type of intervention
would benefit from a longitudinal study design.
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