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Chapter 6

Goals, Beliefs, and Outcomes of an Elementary
Japanese Program: Implementation of Chunk
Learning in the Development of Interpersonal
Communication Ability!

Naoko Taguchi, Carnegie Mellon University
Yasufumi Iwasaki, Carnegie Mellon University

Introduction

This article documents how program goals and coordinator beliefs are articulated
and manifested in pedagogical approach and materials and what the consequences
of the articulation are for student learning. The target program examined in this
article is an elementary-level Japanese language program in a small private uni-
versity in the Midwestern part of the United States. The elementary Japanese pro-
gram (hereafter EJ program) is the first year of a four-year Japanese language
program, offering a two-semester course for approximately 100 students every
year. The first part of the article provides descriptions of the program—goals,
beliefs of the coordinators, pedagogical approach and materials, intended learning
outcomes, and their assessment.

The second part of the article examines the effectiveness of the pedagogical
approach and materials in terms of their intended outcomes, namely evidence of
student learning. Because oral production skills are the primary focus of the EJ
program, an empirical study conducted for this article analyzed the development
of speaking ability among a subset of the EJ students through spontaneous con-
versation tasks administered three times over a semester. The article concludes
with program reflections—how the findings of the study have modified the coordi-
nator beliefs and have informed further development of the program with respect
to the articulation of program goals, the pedagogical approach, material develop-
ment, and the assessment of student learning.

1. Program Goals, Coordinator Beliefs, and Intended
Learning Outcomes

One of the fundamental dimensions of a language education program is the goal of
the program. The goal often reflects beliefs and assumptions about the nature of lan-
guage and the process of language learning (Lynch, 1996; Richards & Rodgers, 2001).
The beliefs and assumptions frequently come from theoretical principles, a set of
statements made about a model of language competence and a process of language
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acquisition. Theoretical beliefs and assumptions, moderated with personal beliefs
shared among program coordinators and instructors, are translated into program
design, methods, and materials, which directly guide the way of teaching. The coordi-
nators of the EJ program examined in this article share the following beliefs and
assumptions about the nature of language and the process of language learning.
Language is assumed to be a code or linguistic knowledge (i.e. knowledge of grammar
and vocabulary) relating form and meaning. In communication, however, this knowl-
edge alone does not suffice, but needs to be complemented by language processing
skills for efficient real-time comprehension and production. The knowledge and the
processing skills determine, among other things, accuracy and fluency in language
use, respectively. Language learning is thus believed to involve two components: the
acquisition of linguistic knowledge and the development of language processing
skills. The process of language learning is facilitated most when the two components
are attended to simultaneously through communication.

The EJ program focuses on building a solid foundation of Japanese through
spoken and written communication and aims to achieve five goals: (1) develop
contextually appropriate interpersonal communication skills in both spoken and
written Japanese, (2) understand basic grammar, (3) master the syllabary systems,
(4) increase vocabulary and learn Kanji, and (5) understand Japanese culture. The
first goal concerns communication skills. Interpersonal communication is the
first mode of communication in Standards for Foreign Language Learning
(ACTFL, 1999) and refers to two-way communication involving two-way negotia-
tion of meaning, such as a face-to-face conversation and informal, interactive e-
mail correspondence (Omaggio, 2001). The program seeks to develop both spoken
and written communication skills right from the start, because the coordinators
believe that unlike children, adult learners have a highly developed general cogni-
tive ability, whereby their oral and literacy skills reinforce each other. In the pro-
gram, oral skills are developed in class and literacy skills out of class through
homework assignments. The phrase contextually appropriate in the first goal
implies discourse-level performance, which is believed to be feasible even at the
elementary level in light of adult learners’ cognitive ability. The second goal and
the first part of the fourth goal relate to the acquisition of grammar and vocabu-
lary. The third goal and the second part of the fourth goal, Kanji (i.e., Chinese
characters) learning, concern the learning of Japanese writing systems. The last
goal deals with Japanese culture, but at the elementary level, it is introduced only
to the extent that it helps students communicate in a culturally appropriate man-
ner (e.g., use of a family name when addressing a person). Its full-scale introduc-
tion is deferred until the intermediate level.

Among the five goals, the first two are directly relevant to this article, since in-
class activities are devoted mainly to the two goals of developing interpersonal
communication skills in spoken Japanese and understanding basic grammar. The
fundamental beliefs of the coordinators in relation to these two goals revolve
around memorization and oral practice. They believe that memorization is indis-
pensable at the elementary level, offering a much more efficient way for beginners
to achieve their communicative purposes than learning rules to construct phrases
and sentences. It is more effective and beneficial if the memorized unit is coherent,
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connected sentences or discourse, because people usually communicate in spoken
or written discourse rather than a single phrase or sentence. It is also believed that
adult learners can understand and memorize a discourse-size unit by means of
their cognitive ability.

Moreover, the program coordinators believe that the exposure to a discourse-
level unit from the very beginning contributes to the development of discourse-
forming ability in the target language. The memorized unit needs to have basic
grammatical patterns embedded in an appropriate context; in other words, the
unit should contextualize the patterns in discourse so that students can easily
understand their functional utility or communicative value and memorize them
in a meaningful context. Memorization of such a unit thus plays many important
parts in language learning.

The coordinators also believe that oral practice is essential at the elementary
level and should be employed in at least two ways. It should be used for memoriz-
ing a discourse-level unit; that is, students should memorize the discourse unit
through reading it aloud and role-playing it. Thus, the unit has to be dialogical
discourse. Oral practice should also be used for practicing basic grammatical pat-
terns. Since dialogue memorization alone does not provide ample opportunities to
use many tokens of patterns in real communication, students should engage in
intensive oral practice of them.

In sum, the coordinators of the EJ program share the beliefs that memoriza-
tion and oral practice are indispensable and essential at the elementary level and
that the oral memorization of dialogues containing basic grammatical patterns
and the intensive oral practice of those patterns will achieve the goals of develop-
ing contextually appropriate interpersonal communication skills in spoken
Japanese and understanding basic grammar.

The goals and coordinator beliefs of the EJ program described above corre-
spond with current theoretical understandings of second language acquisition
(SLA). In the field of SLA rote learning of lexical phrases and grammatical pat-
terns has recently attracted interest as a potentially useful method in developing
students’ linguistic competence. This interest originates in a claim that a lan-
guage consists of thousands of linguistic patterns or “chunks” that serve particu-
lar functions (Ellis, 1996, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2005; Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992;
Pawley & Syder, 1983; Skehan, 1998). For instance, the linguistic pattern “I can’t
+ verb” indicates inability to perform a certain action. Language acquisition is a
process of learning these simple chunks and their associated functions. Complex
linguistic representations are considered to arise as a result of the accumulation
of simpler, basic chunks. Chunk learning is also thought to promote processing
efficiency. Because real-time processing is constrained by memory and time pres-
sure, comprehension and production of speech are considered to operate better
on a simple, clause-by-clause lexical basis rather than on computation of gram-
matical rules. These claims in SLA imply that rote learning of chunks and lexical
phrases could assist second language development.

According to Ellis (2003), chunk learning could be promoted through
extensive input and output practice in the form of drills and exercises.
Corresponding to his claim, some researchers emphasize the importance of
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meaningful, communicative drills when practicing chunks (Gatbonton &
Segalowitz, 1988, 2005; Littlewood, 1984). Communicative drills are claimed to
improve quality of pattern practice because they enable students to practice many
tokens of target chunks while engaged in meaningful exchanges. Gatbonton and
Segalowitz (1988, 2005) present examples of such activities, for instance, the
“Family Tree Activity,” in which students practice the sentence How are you
related? by asking questions of each other about their families. In such activities,
they do not merely repeat a sentence or pattern identified by a teacher, but the rep-
etition is contextualized and driven by their own communicative needs.

In consonance with these theoretical claims in SLA, the EJ program under
study incorporates rote learning of chunks and communicative drills into its ped-
agogical approach by developing materials accordingly and implementing them in
everyday classroom instruction. The EJ textbook is organized around dialogues,
vocabulary lists, and communicative drills for grammatical patterns. Each text-
book lesson has a main dialogue between two or three speakers (2-4 minutes in
length; 28-42 turns) that contains the target grammatical chunks introduced in
the lesson. The main dialogue has two or three parts, and upon completion of each
part of the dialogue, students present it orally to the class (see Appendix A for a
sample dialogue).

Each class session consists mainly of activities involving a single part of a dia-
logue and a single target grammatical pattern. Students watch the relevant part of
a dialogue on video twice and practice the new vocabulary. After a model reading
of the dialogue by the instructor, they engage in choral practice and then pair
practice of the dialogue for about 12 minutes. Underlying these activities are the
coordinators’ beliefs that repetitive oral practice helps students memorize the dia-
logue and develops fluency in speech, which takes priority over accuracy (i.e.,
accurate pronunciation) at the elementary level, and that more oral practice will
result in more fluency, which will in turn lead to more accuracy.

After the dialogue practice, the instructor singles out a target grammatical pat-
tern from the dialogue and provides functional explanations, such as how it is used
and what communicative purpose it serves. Behind this approach lies the coordina-
tors’ belief that at the elementary level, students benefit more from these functional
explanations than from structural ones, such as what the constituent parts of the
target pattern are, what parts of speech the constituent parts belong to, and how
the constituent parts are combined to make up the pattern. In other words, the
grammatical pattern is introduced as a quasi-idiomatic expression or a chunk that
permits no further structural analysis, and is usually included in the vocabulary list
of the textbook. Accordingly, the pattern is first learned as a fixed lexical expression
and then practiced as a grammatical pattern. Students are expected to begin to ana-
lyze the pattern and induce a grammatical rule by themselves once they have accu-
mulated a sufficient number of basic grammatical patterns (see Appendix B for the
list of sample chunks introduced in the first semester of the EJ program).

Following the explanation, students practice the pattern in a structured
communicative drill of a short question-and-answer format for about 15 min-
utes. As illustrated in the example below, where the focal grammar is the direct
object pattern “noun + 0” with the particle o serving as the direct object marker,
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students use the pattern to obtain information from and provide it to as many of
their classmates as time permits.

Directions: Ask what your classmates usually do on weekends.

Example:

A:  Taitei shuumatsu-ni biiru-o nomimasu-ka? (Do you usually drink beer
on weekends?)

B: Hai, nomimasu. (Yes, I do.)
lie, nomimasen. Demo, wain-o nomimasu. (No, I don’t. But I drink wine.)

Name Name Name Name

nomu (drink)

biiru (beer)/koohii (coffee)

taberu (eat)

hanbaagaa (hamburger)/piza (pizza)
yomu (read)

shinbun (newspaper)/zasshi (magazine)

Using the verbs and their direct object nouns in the leftmost column of the
table, students ask each other questions and record the information obtained in
the chart. Although they practice the target pattern in a drill format, the drill is
contextualized and driven by their communicative motivation. The drill offers stu-
dents a chance to use the pattern in a different context from the one in the dia-
logue. In addition, the context is more pertinent to students, motivating their
desire to communicate. Furthermore, since this oral practice constitutes a kind of
multiple pair work, students have additional opportunities to use the focal gram-
mar, which will promote fluency. Here again, more practice will result in more flu-
ency and more fluency will lead to more accuracy.

The intended learning outcomes of the EJ program can be summarized in
terms of the mastery of basic communicative functions and communication
skills. As for communicative functions, students should be able to perform the
following by means of the grammatical chunks and the vocabulary they have
learned: (1) greet people, (2) introduce themselves and other people, (3) ask
questions about other people’s name, college, school year, major, class schedule,
hobbies, etc., (4) invite people to a social event, (5) greet people on the phone,
and (6) describe familiar people and things (e.g., their family members, friends,
dorm/apartment, hometown, and city where they live now). As for communica-
tion skills, students should be able to engage in interpersonal communication in
a contextually and culturally appropriate manner at the discourse level in both
spoken and written Japanese.

The summative and formative assessment of learning outcomes employs such
instruments as quizzes, dialogue presentations, oral presentations, conversation
tests, lesson tests, final exams, and essays. The dialogue presentations are evalu-
ated based on four criteria: accuracy, clarity, fluency, and nonverbal aspects. The
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conversation test for the first semester requires students to introduce themselves
in pairs, covering the first three communicative functions above. Students are
evaluated on seven criteria: conversational cooperation and communication
strategies, appropriateness, comprehensibility and accuracy, productivity, fluency,
pronunciation and intonation, and topic expansion.

2. Impact of the Program Goals, Beliefs, and
Pedagogical Approach on Student Qutcomes

The previous section of the article described the goals, the coordinator beliefs, the
pedagogical approach and materials, the intended learning outcomes, and the
assessment instruments of the EJ program. This section documents the influence
of the goals, beliefs, and approach on students’ actual learning. It examines the
extent to which the rote learning of grammatical chunks and the related commu-
nicative drills performed in the classroom contribute to the development of speak-
ing ability among EJ students by providing findings from an empirical study.2 The
study reported here analyzed students’ speech samples collected three times over a
semester and documented the development of their oral production skills from
two perspectives: (1) the frequency and range of the chunks produced over time
and (2) their creative use of chunks in personal communication. The purpose of
these analyses was to make inferences about how the study might inform further
development of the EJ program.

2.1 Background of the Study

The study was conducted in the EJ program in the fall semester of 2005, following
the approval of the departmental human subject review. Participants in this study
were 22 students (10 males and 12 females) enrolled in the first semester of the EJ
program, comprising nine native English speakers, seven Chinese speakers, and
six Korean speakers. They ranged in age from 18 to 22 with the average of 19.6.
Twenty of them had no previous Japanese study. Two students had three months of
prior Japanese study but were included in this study because the placement exam
indicated that they were at the elementary level. None of the participants had
experience living in Japan.

The students’ spontaneous speech samples were collected three times—
immediately following the oral presentation of the Lesson 1 dialogue (about the
fifth week), the Lesson 2 dialogue (about the tenth week), and the Lesson 3 dia-
logue (about the fifteenth week)—via individual speaking sessions in which the
students received situational descriptions and developed a free conversation
based on the situation (see Appendix C for the situations). The three situations
were similar, involving having a conversation with someone for the first or sec-
ond time. In the first two sessions, instructors played the role of an interlocutor.
The third session, by contrast, was conducted as part of the final conversation test
of the program,; therefore, working in pairs, the students had a conversation with
their peers. The length of the conversations differed across sessions; in the first
session, the students were able to hold conversation for about 5 minutes; in the
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second, for about 10 minutes; and in the last, up to 20 minutes (the required
length in the final conversation test).

Students’ speech samples were tape-recorded, transcribed, and coded with
respect to different types of grammatical chunks for individual students (see
Appendix B for a sample of coded chunks). The frequency was tallied and com-
pared across the three speech samples. The data were also analyzed with respect to
the range of chunks produced by the students. The average number of different
types of chunks produced was compared across the three samples. In addition,
conversations were analyzed for creative use of chunks at the discourse level. On
close examination, two notable trends emerged: use of chunks to organize a coher-
ent conversation and use of chunks to expand a conversation.

2.2 Results of the Study

Table 1 below displays the descriptive statistics of the average number and range of
the chunks produced by the 22 students in the three conversation tasks. The data
are based on the accurately used grammatical chunks (the total of 757, 1,919, and
4,741 chunks in the first, second, and third conversation tasks, respectively). The
proportion of erroneous chunks was notably low, less than 1% in each conversa-
tion task. It seems that the students were able to produce fairly accurate sentences
when their production was based on memorized chunks and patterns.

Table 1
Frequency and Range of Correctly Used Chunks in Conversation Tasks

Mean Standard Minimum Maximum

Deviation
Speaking Sample 1 (week 5)
Frequency of chunks 33.09 14.66 16.00 71.00
Range of chunks 9.96 2.79 5.00 16.00
Speaking Sample 2 (week 10)
Frequency of chunks 7891 37.45 35.00 165.00
Range of chunks 17.65  3.20 12.00 24.00
Speaking Sample 3 (week 15)
Frequency of chunks 21650 68.11 135.00 385.00
Range of chunks 25.64 3.63 13.00 30.00

As shown in Table 1, the average number of grammatical chunks increased
dramatically, the mean reaching 33.09 (SD = 14.66) in the first speaking session,
7891 (SD = 37.45) in the second, and 216.50 (SD = 68.11) in the third.
Considering that about 90% of the students reported no previous Japanese study
at the beginning of the semester, the findings demonstrated a notable increase in
their use of the grammatical chunks over time. There was also an increase in the
range of the chunks that the students produced: about 10 different types of chunks
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in the first speaking session, more than 17 in the second session, and more than
25 in the last session.

Although the frequency and range of the chunks increased over time, it is
important to note that there was considerable variance in student production.
Large standard deviations and data range (i.e., Max.—Min.) in the frequency and
range of the chunks produced indicate that student production was not uniform.
Some students were spontaneous and productive in communication, but others
seemed to have struggled in sustaining a conversation for a longer time.

The most frequently used chunks were “N + topic marker particle wa” and “N
or Adj + copula (“be”) particle desu” (e.g., Watashi-wa gakusei-desu “I am a stu-
dent.”). The former appeared about 23% in the first session, 20% in the second
session, and 22% in the third session. The latter appeared about 25% in the first
session, 16% in the second session, and 20% in the third session. The students
used these two chunks in a variety of formats, sometimes in an affirmative sen-
tence describing themselves (e.g., Senkou-wa bijinesu-desu “My major is busi-
ness.”) and other times in an interrogative sentence asking for information (e.g.,
Sono-san wa gakusei-desu-ka? “Are you a student, Ms. Sono?”).

There were some grammatical chunks that the students rarely produced even
in the second or third conversation session. For instance, a series of “adjective +
copula” constructions that involved complex conjugations in present negative,
past affirmative, and past negative forms rarely appeared, with their frequency
amounting only to 0.01% in both the second and third conversation tasks. The
same was true for chunks that involved complex verb conjugations in present neg-
ative, past affirmative, and past negative forms, accounting for 0.04% in the sec-
ond task and 0.03% in the third task. In Japanese, tense and aspect are encoded
through morphological endings attached to conjugated verbs and adjectives. The
findings of the study suggest that the students memorized adjectives and verbs in
their basic, present affirmative forms, but could not produce them in the negative
and/or past tense form, which required complex conjugations. Another important
finding is that although the range of chunks increased over time, the students
were able to produce only about half the learned grammatical chunks even in the
last conversation session (an average of 25 grammatical chunks out of 48 chunks
covered during the semester).

In addition to the quantitative analyses, this study also analyzed the speech
samples qualitatively for the evidence of creative construction of spoken discourse
on the basis of memorized grammatical chunks. A notable trend that emerged from
the analyses was the students’ increasing use of opening and closing expressions.3
In the first conversation task, all 22 participants used self-introductory expressions
as conversation openings (e.g., Japanese versions of “Nice to meet you.” and
“What’s your name?”). These formulaic expressions in greeting rituals were appro-
priate for the assigned situation (i.e., meeting someone for the first time).

The second conversation task did not require ritualistic opening expressions
because the situation was set up as a small talk with a familiar person (the
Japanese tutor). Evidence of creative language use was observed in a variety of for-
mulae that the students used to initiate a conversation. Eight students asked
about the book that the interlocutor was reading (“Nani yonde imasu-ka?”), seven



100 TAGUCHI, IWASAKI

asked how the interlocutor was doing these days (“Mainichi dou-desu-ka?”), two
expressed thanks for the interlocutor’s help last Friday (“Kinyoubi arigatou goza-
imasu.”), and another two asked about the interlocutor’s weekend (“Shuumatsu
dou-deshita-ka?”). Three students used inappropriate opening expressions, includ-
ing asking about the school year or introducing themselves. However, among
many fixed expressions they learned, the majority of the students were able to
choose the most appropriate opening expressions for the situation, demonstrating
their ability to adapt their speech to the context.

The students’ use of closing expressions also showed the development of their
discourse competence. In the first and second tasks, the students could stop the
conversation anytime by saying that they could no longer continue; in other
words, there was no requirement for the use of closing expressions. Nonetheless,
in the first conversation task, 4 out of 22 students adopted expressions from
Lesson 1 dialogue to signal the end of talk. They used the verb kaeru “to go home”
from the dialogue in a variety of chunks, including these: Kaeri-masu “I'm going
home.” Kaeri-masu-ka? “Are you going home?” and Aruite kaeri-masu-ka? “Are
you walking home?”

In the second conversation task, 10 out of 22 students used closing expres-
sions. Six of them gave a reason for leave-taking by using a clause followed by the
conjunction kara “because.” This chunk also appeared in the Lesson 2 dialogue,
but as shown in the following excerpt, the students adapted it to their own situa-
tions. In line 1, the student introduced the topic of classes (“jugyou”) by asking the
interlocutor if she had a class today. The word jugyou appeared again in line 5 as a
closing device, providing the reason for leaving.

Example 1

Student #11 Conversation Task #2

(S = student; I = interlocutor)

1. S: Unm ... Mari-san-wa kyou jugyou-ga arimasu-ka?
(Mari, do you have a class today?)

2. L. Ee, ano, kyou-wa mou owari-mashita.
(Yeah, I already finished for today.)

3. S: Asou-desu-ka.
(I see.)

4. 1. Ee.
(Right.)

5. S: Boku-wa jugyou-ga arimasu-kara, ... ikimasu.
(Because I have a class, I'm going to go.)

Another notable trend in creative discourse construction was observed in stu-
dents’ increasing ability to react to the interlocutors’ responses and to expand con-
versation further based on those responses. Such ability was demonstrated in
students’ use of follow-up questions—questions asked in reaction to the interlocu-
tor’s responses. In the first conversation task, 12 out of 22 students used a total of 24
follow-up questions, ranging from 1 to 4 questions. In the second task, the number
of follow-up questions nearly quadrupled, totaling 92, and the number of students
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jumped to 21, who asked from 1 to 14 questions. In the last task, all 22 students
asked a total of 188 follow-up questions, which ranged from 1 to 23 per student.

In the first task, due to the limited use of follow-up questions, conversation
exchanges were simplistic, largely consisting of two-turn question-and-answer
exchanges, as shown in the following excerpt:

Example 2

Student #17 Conversation Task #1

(S = student; I = interlocutor)

1. S: Sou-desu-ka, nihongo-no sensei-desu-ka?
(I see. Are you a teacher of Japanese?)

2. I. Ee, sou-desu.
(Yes, that’s right.)

3. S: Ano, ... tanjoubi-wa nan-desu-ka? Tanjoubi-wa itsu-desu-ka?
(Well, what is your birthday? When is your birthday?)

4. 1. Watashi-wa roku-gatsu mikka-desu.
(It’s June 3.)

5. S: Mikka, sou-desu-ka. Watashi-wa shichi-gatsu nijuuni-nichi-desu.
(The third, I see. Mine is July 22.)

Although this student used learned chunks effectively to ask questions, the
questions were not related to each other. The question about the interlocutor’s
birthday in line 3, for example, was abrupt and not relevant to the previous dis-
course. In addition, the conversation was structured along a simple question-
answer sequence without elaboration. This excerpt sharply contrasts with the
following excerpt by the same student from the last conversation session.

Example 3
Student #17 Conversation Task #3
(S= student; I= interlocutor)
1. S: Eto, Gandom-o mimashita-ka?
(Well, did you watch Gandom?)
2. I. Hai, mimashita.
(Yes,  watched it.)
3. S: Suki-desu-ka?
(Do you like it?)
4, I. Ah, ... Gandom-wa ... iidesu-ne.
(Ah, Gandom is good.)
5. S: Sou-desu-ka. Gandom Destiny-wa mimashita-ka?
(I see. Did you watch Gandom Destiny?)

6. 1. Hai.
(Yes.)
7. S: Etto, Gandom Destiny, etto, which is better— ... ah, sumimasen.

Gandom Destiny-to Gandom-to dochira-nohouga suki-desu-ka?
(Well, Gandom Destiny, well, which is better—ah, sorry. Which do
you like better, Gandom Destiny or Gandom?)
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8. I: Boku-wa Gandom-nohouga Gandom Destiny-yori suki-desu.
(I like Gandom better than Gandom Destiny.)
9. S: Sou-desu-ka., etto, boku-wa chigaimasu. Boku-wa Gandom Destiny-
nohouga Gandom-yori suki-desu.
(I see, well, I'm difterent. I like Gondom Destiny better than Gandom.)
10. I: Sou-desu-ka.
(I see.)
11. S: Ee. Etto, Gandom, Gandom-no ending-wa iidesu-ne.
(Yes. Well, Gandom, Gandom’s ending is good, isn’t it?)

It is evident that this student made great improvement in sustaining and
expanding the conversation. The improvement is evident in the appropriate fol-
low-up questions he asked, as well as in the correct use of chunks that formed each
question. He initiated the topic of Gandom (Japanese animation) in line 1 by ask-
ing whether his interlocutor had watched the program. For the topic initiation, he
used the chunk of a past tense verb (mimashita, past tense form of miru “to
watch”) with question marker particle ka. Responding to the affirmative response
from the interlocutor, in line 3, the student asked a confirmation question (“Do
you like it?”) by using the chunk “V + question marker ka.” In line 5, the student
expanded on the topic and asked whether the interlocutor had watched another
series of the animation (Gandom Destiny). In line 7, the student asked a compari-
son question, “Which do you like better, Gandom Destiny or Gandom?” After
acknowledging the interlocutor’s response, in line 9, the student expressed his
own preference by using the chunk “N + nohouga, N + yori.” These follow-up
questions were relevant to the ongoing topic and contributed to the expansion of
discourse. While asking questions, the student also managed to state his own opin-
ion related to the topic. Accurate use of grammatical chunks seemed to function
as a prerequisite to the effective expansion of discourse.

3. Program Reflections and Conclusion

The findings in the previous section revealed the steady progress that the students
made in the internalization of grammatical chunks and the acquisition of discourse
competence. On average, the students produced more than twice as many gram-
matical chunks in the second and third speaking sessions at a high level of accuracy
as well as with a wider range of chunk types. The findings clearly demonstrated stu-
dents’ development in progression; the students were able to absorb new materials
(i.e., grammatical chunks) introduced in class while retaining the ones learned pre-
viously. Emerging levels of discourse competence was also evident in students’
increasing sensitivity to discourse features in the second conversation task. They
used a greater range of opening expressions according to the context. About half of
them were able to bring the conversation to closure by adapting the memorized
chunks and expressions to their context. They also asked more follow-up questions
in the second and third tasks; they integrated the interlocutor’s information in the
course of talk and expanded the conversation further. Although it covered only the
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first half of the EJ program, the study shows that the students attained some of the
intended learning outcomes described in Section 1: They developed sufficient com-
munication skills to perform some of the communicative functions very well. Thus,
the students have progressed toward achieving the two goals of the EJ program:
developing contextually appropriate interpersonal communication skills in spoken
Japanese and understanding basic grammar.

In summary, on the assumption that language learning involves the acquisi-
tion of linguistic knowledge and the development of language processing skills,
the findings suggest overall that the memorization of dialogues with embedded
target grammatical patterns and the individual practice of those patterns in oral
communicative drills can promote language learning. The findings also have mod-
ified the coordinators’ beliefs and assumptions about the nature of language and
the process of language learning. Language is now considered to be knowledge of
numerous linguistic chunks or associations of form and function/meaning. The
associations include vocabulary items such as shuumatsu “weekend” and gram-
matical items such as wa “topic marker.” In other words, knowledge of vocabulary
and that of grammar are similar in that they are made up of form-function associ-
ations. Language learning is now believed to be a process of internalizing the asso-
ciations through extensive practice. Conceivably, cumulative learning of the
grammatical associations provides the database from which learners eventually
extract grammatical rules and put them to personal use in a communicative set-
ting. (In this regard, knowledge of grammar differs from that of vocabulary.)
Extensive practice of the associations promotes efficiency in real-time language
processing, resulting in the development of accuracy and fluency in language use
in communication.

However, we believe that the findings of the study have also informed further
development of the EJ program in four respects: enhancing discourse compe-
tence, reducing individual variation in student production, promoting the use of
complex chunks, and encouraging the use of a greater range of chunks. First,
although the degree to which the present study has addressed discourse features
in the speech samples of the students is limited, the program leaves much room
for improvement in enhancing discourse competence. As noted in the previous
section, fewer than half the students used closing expressions in the conversation
task (4 students in the first session and 10 in the second) and the students asked
few follow-up questions, especially in the first session (24 by 12 students; but 92 by
21 students in the second session and 188 by all the students in the third session).
These findings suggest that the students lacked enough practice in constructing
full-fledged discourse with definite beginning and ending points. Actually, in the
EJ program, the only time students were exposed to dialogical discourse was when
they memorized dialogues. Moreover, the development of discourse competence
was only implicitly assumed in the program goals and was not explicitly imple-
mented in materials and activities. As a consequence, the present study has led to
a modification of the coordinators’ belief about language learning in that it
involves acquiring discourse competence as well as mastering the form-function
associations through extensive practice.
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Thus, we suggest that the program goals need to be articulated so as to explic-
itly situate the development of discourse competence among them. Specifically, the
students should be able to construct full-fledged coherent discourse by using
appropriate opening and closing expressions and follow-up questions. The articula-
tion of the program goals in this way has consequences for the pedagogical
approach, material development, and the assessment of student learning. The ped-
agogical approach must be revised so as to enhance discourse-forming ability of the
students. One feasible move we propose is to incorporate free conversation sessions
into the learning activities in the form of a small talk, in addition to the dialogue
memorization and the individual oral practice of target grammatical patterns. The
sessions do not have to be long, especially at the beginning, but the small talk has
to be complete discourse with its beginning and end explicitly marked.

The incorporation of free conversation sessions into learning activities necessi-
tates material development so that pairs of students can engage in small talk. The
materials are task cards that explain situations wherein small talk takes place. The
situations are similar to those used in the conversation tasks of the present study,
providing such information as the relationship between the two people (e.g.,
strangers, classmates, friends, or a teacher and a student) and the time, place, and
occasion of the conversation. The assessment of learning outcomes should also be
reconsidered so that the conversation test can evaluate the development of spoken
discourse competence. Specifically, the test should require a complete conversation
with its beginning and end marked verbally. Its evaluation rubrics should be modi-
fied accordingly, reflecting the new emphasis on the use of appropriate opening and
closing expressions and follow-up questions. As described in Section 1, the current
rubrics include only “topic expansion” in regard to discourse competence.

Another feasible move for revising the pedagogical approach of the EJ program
in order to develop discourse competence is to ensure that in the communicative
drill of grammatical patterns, the instructor induces students to use follow-up
questions to make the conversation a little longer, more coherent, and personal-
ized. In the following drill, for example, Speaker A can ask a variety of follow-up
questions in response to the positive and negative answers given by Speaker B.

Directions: Ask what your classmates usually do on weekends.
Example:
A:  Taitei shuumatsu-ni biiru-o nomimasuka?
(Do you usually drink beer on weekends?)
B: Hai, nomimasu.
(Yes, I do.)
lie, nomimasen. Demo, wain-o nomimasu.
(No, I don’t. But I drink wine.)

Example follow-up questions:

A: Biiru ga suki-desu-ka. (in response to the positive answer)
(Do you like beer?)

A:  Kariforunia no wain-desu ka. (in response to the negative answer)
(Is that California wine?)
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Those questions expand or elaborate on the topic of beer/wine drinking, turn-
ing the drill into a more coherent conversation. Therefore, asking follow-up ques-
tions enhances students’ discourse-forming ability further. Moreover, asking
personalized follow-up questions makes the drill more meaningful and fun for stu-
dents, motivating them further in their language learning.

The addition of free conversation sessions to learning activities also con-
tributes to the solution of the problems concerning the second, third, and fourth
areas wherein the findings of the present study have informed further develop-
ment of the EJ program. The second one pertains to reducing individual variation
in student production, which was shown to be large in terms of the standard devi-
ations and data range in the frequency and range of the chunks produced. Since
the degree of variation was actually much greater than that observed in written
exams such as a lesson test, student characteristics (e.g., extroverts versus intro-
verts) probably figured more prominently in conversation tasks. The dialogue
memorization and the drill of grammatical chunks do not seem to promote more
speech production from less talkative students. Free conversation sessions, on the
other hand, are more likely to elicit spontaneous production. The instructor can
encourage students to help each other sustain their conversation (e.g., by asking
follow-up questions) and gradually make the sessions longer as students get used
to free conversation. In addition, the instructor should make clear to students that
more production leads to more fluency and, ultimately, to more accuracy.

The third respect in which the EJ program can be improved relates to promot-
ing the use of complex chunks, in view of the fact that students rarely used gram-
matical patterns involving complex conjugations such as verbs and adjectives in
the past tense and/or negative form. Apparently, students were not able to use
them (or deliberately avoided using them). This problem suggests that the dia-
logue memorization and the communicative drills of grammatical patterns do not
necessarily lead to the internalization or retention of difficult, complex patterns.
To promote the use of complex chunks, instructors need to inform students that
they are not using the chunks and encourage them to use the chunks in free con-
versation sessions. An instructor, for example, can allow students to use a list of
conjugation patterns to help their classmates conjugate verbs and adjectives cor-
rectly whenever they have difficulty during free conversation.

The fourth respect in which the program may be further developed concerns
encouraging the use of a greater range of chunks, this in light of the finding that
even in the last conversation session, the average range of correctly used chunks
amounted to about half of those learned. The average range would have increased
if the students had been more aware of the stock of chunks they had learned. Thus,
the instructor should raise students’ awareness of the chunks available to them
and encourage them to make full use of the chunks. One way to do so is to let stu-
dents use a list of previously learned grammatical chunks for easy reference in free
conversation sessions.

In conclusion, this article provided the descriptions of the EJ program—goals,
coordinator beliefs, pedagogical approach and materials, intended learning outcomes,
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and assessment instruments—and then examined the effectiveness of the
program in terms of the development of its students’ speaking ability. The find-
ings of this study have modified the coordinators’ beliefs about language learning
from the acquisition of linguistic knowledge and the development of language
processing skills to the internalization of the form-function associations through
extensive practice and the acquisition of discourse competence. We believe that
the findings also have informed further program development in four respects:
enhancing discourse competence, reducing individual variation in student pro-
duction, promoting the use of more complex chunks, and encouraging the use of
a greater range of chunks. To improve the program in those four aspects, the pro-
gram goals must be rearticulated so as to explicitly situate the development of
discourse competence among the goals. In addition, activities such as extended
free conversation sessions in the form of small talk should be added to learning
activities. Various awareness-raising materials (e.g., a list of conjugations and a
list of learned chunks) should accompany the conversation sessions so that stu-
dents can develop their ability to employ a wider range of grammatical chunks,
including complex ones.
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Notes

1. Portion of the data reported in this article also appears in Taguchi (2007, in press).

2. The study did not explicitly address cultural understanding, one of the objectives of
the EJ program, as a measure of outcome.That objective was implicitly addressed by
examining the cultural appropriateness of the opening and closing used by the stu-
dents in their conversations.

3. The third conversation task was excluded from the opening and closing analyses
because it did not allow students to close conversations on their own. The task
was a final speaking test given as a timed task; the instructor stopped students at
the 20-minute point.
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Appendix A

Sample Dialogue Excerpt from the Textbook
Lesson 1 Part 1

Jackson: Hajime-mashite. Jackson-desu. Douzo yoroshiku.
(How do you do? I'm Jackson. Glad to meet you.)
Sato: Hajime-mashite. Sato-desu. Douzo yoroshiku. Jackson-san-wa

gakusei-desu-ka?
(How do you do? I'm Sato. Glad to meet you. Mr. Jackson, are
you a student?)

Jackson: Hai, sou-desu. X daigaku-no gakusei-desu. Sato-san-wa?
(Yes, I am. I am a student at X university. How about you,
Ms. Sato?)

Sato: Hai, watashi-mo X desu. Geijutsu-gakubu-no gakusei-desu.
(Yes, I am also a student at X university. I am a student in the
College of Fine Arts.)

Jackson: Dezain-desu-ka?
(Are you majoring in design?)

Sato: lie, sou-jaarimasen, kenchiku-desu. Jackson-san-wa?

(No, architecture. How about you, Mr. Jackson?)
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Jackson: Boku-wa keiei-gakubu-desu.
(I am in the Business College.)
Sato: Sou-desu-ka.
(I see.)
Appendix B

Grammatical Chunks
1.N + wa (topic marker particle)

2.N + desu (BE) in present
affirmative
3.N/ADJ/V + ka
(question marker particle)
4.N + no (modifier particle) + N
5.N + mo (particle meaning “also”)

6.N + de (particle for means)
7.Degree ADV + ADJ

8.N + kara (particle indicating
a starting point)
9.N + ni (time marker particle)

10.N + ni (time marker particle)

11.demo + CLAUSE
(conjunction “but”)

12.A is better than B expression

A-nohouga (more) B-yori (than)

Sample Grammatical Chunks Introduced in the First Semester of the EJ Program

Examples

Watashi-wa gakusei-desu. (I am a student.)

1 student BE

Watashi-wa gakusei -desu. (I am a student.)
I student BE-aff
Gakusei-desu-ka? (Are you a student?)
Student BE

New York-no gakusei (a student in New York)
‘Watashi-mo gakusei-desu. (I'm also a student.)
1 also student BE

Kuruma-de (by car)

car

Totemo 00kii (very big)

ADV “very” AD]J “big”

Juuji -kara (from ten o’clock)
ten o’clock from
Juuji -ni (at ten o’clock)

ten o’clock at
New York -ni (to New York)
Demo watashi-wa taberu. (But I eat.)
1 “eat” stem
A-nohouga B-yori suki-desu
more than like BE

Note: Please refer to Makino and Tsutsui (2004) for formation of each gram-

matical pattern. When introducing each pattern, the instructors withheld deriva-
tional explanation. The pattern was introduced as a chunk without structural
analysis. For instance, the negative form of Copula be (-desu) was introduced as
“_jyaarimasen,” without derivational explanation (particle “de” + topic marker
“wa” + negative ending “arimasen”).

Appendix C

Task Situations Used in the Speaking Sessions

Speaking Session #1 Situation

You're at a student party in the University Center at X. You see a woman sit-
ting alone in the room. You have never seen her before. You approach her and start
a conversation.
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Speaking Session #2 Situation

You are enrolled in the Elementary Japanese class this semester at X. Last
Friday you went to the writing tutoring session for the first time. The Japanese
tutor, Mari Sono, helped you with the homework. Mari is a third-year student. It is
Monday afternoon now, and you’ve found Mari reading a book in the University
Center. You go to talk to her.

Speaking Session #3 Situation

It is 5 o’clock on Monday. You are in the Student Union, attending the
end-of-the-semester party organized by the Japanese Students Association. There
is a person sitting in a chair. You see the person for the first time. You go to talk
to the person.





