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l. Introduction

In previous research, classrooms which included Variable Sentence Response (VSR) and Conversation
Cards (previously described as the English Conversation Wheel) received higher motivation and perceived
improvement scores than the students’ other classes (French, 2012). In an effort to continue the improvement
of Communicative Language Teaching in Japan, this paper seeks to further the previous research done on

these two communicative activities.

Il. Flow

Flow is a theorized mental state of operation which has its origins in the field of psychology (Csikszentmihalyi,
1975). Since then, it has been brought into the field of language learning by notable language learning researchers
(Grabe & Stoller, 1997), and has been shown to be useful in foreign language classrooms (Egbert, 2004). Flow
is characterized by deep concentration in an object of study or work as a result of one’s skills being challenged
in an optimal environment. This deep concentration, sometimes known as being “in the zone”, can lead to
higher quality time on task and increased intrinsic motivation (Grabe & Stoller, 1997). Understanding flow in
the language learning classroom can therefore help to maximize learner productivity inside the classroom, and
then motivate students to continue studying outside the classroom as well.

Csikszentmihalyi describes situations of flow as ones which consistently contain the following eight points
(1990, p. 49):

1. Tasks must have a reasonable chance of being completed.

2. Concentration on the task must be possible.
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3. The task has clear goals.

4. The task provides immediate feedback.

5. Involvement in the task precludes worries and frustration from ordinary life.
6. The person is able to exercise a sense of control over his/her actions.

7. A concern for self disappears.

8. A sense of duration of time is altered.

lll. Research

The first two purposes of this study were to see if the results found in a previous VSR study (French,
2012) were repeatable with slightly different classroom conditions. The 2012 study found that VSR and
Conversation Cards based classes received higher scores than the students’ other English classes in terms of
likeability, motivation, and perceived improvement. As such, this study seeks to build upon these results by
testing how university students in Japan reacted to VSR and Conversation Cards with (1) a different theme
for VSR, and (2) with different levels of students.

In addition, the third purpose of this study was to determine if students engaging in VSR and Conversation
Cards lost track of time while studying. This was done in order to measure if students were experiencing flow
in VSR or Conversation Cards based classes, and if this level was higher than in the students’ other English
classes.

The fourth and final purpose of this study was to determine which parts of VSR were responsible for the

high motivation and perceived improvement scores found in the previous study.

1. Test subjects

The students were from two different universities in Japan. The first university was an all-girls school,
the students were English communication majors, and there were a total of 72 students in four classes. Before
the semester started, most of the students took the TOEIC test. Out of the 62 students that took the TOEIC
test, the students had an average score of 437 with a standard deviation of 99. The majority of the scores were
between 301 and 550 (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Histogram of the students’ TOEIC scores at the first university
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The second university was a low level coed school, the students were social science majors, and there
were 30 students in one class. Before the semester started, all the students took the TOEIC Bridge test. Using
TOEIC’s conversion chart (—f&MEiEN B EY 22 a3 2= —¥ 3 VIH4£, 2006), all of the students

were between a 250 and 280 TOEIC score, with an average score of 260.

2. Research period

Classes were held during the fall semester of 2013 for the first university, and during the spring semester
of 2014 for the second. Classes at the first university met twice a week for 45 minutes for fourteen weeks.
Classes at the second university met once a week for three hours for fifteen weeks.

It should be noted that there is a large difference between class lengths and total time in the classroom
between the two schools. Although the number of times that classes were held for the first university were
nearly double that of the second university, classes in the second university received more than double the

total amount of instruction time.

3. Instruction
There was one instructor, the author of this article, for all five classes in both universities. There were no

assigned materials or textbooks, so only the materials being tested in this study were used in the classroom.

4. Subject

The classes were held during the fall semester of 2013 for the first university, and during the spring semester
of 2014 for the second university. According to Aubrey (2010), speaking and listening classes in Japan should
have to have materials which achieve topic relevancy in order to increase the students’ willingness to communicate.
As such, the topic covered in the first university was studying abroad, and the topic covered in the second

university was making friends with a foreign student.

5. Implementation

As there was a level discrepancy between the two universities, the way the classes were organized was
slightly different. Similar to the previous study, activities in the first university consisted of story, story-telling,
VSR, and Conversation Cards. However, as the students in the second university were lower, adjustments had
to be made to accommodate their level. In response to this, activities in the second university only consisted

of story, VSR, and pronunciation practice.

6. Activities
The descriptions of the story, story-telling, and VSR activities used in this research, can be found in the
previous study (French, 2012). The Conversation Cards activity was changed, and will therefore be redefined,

along with pronunciation practice, below.

Conversation Cards

Conversation Cards begins by giving students a sheet of paper with nine question words: who, what,
where, when, why, how, do, is/are, and have. The teacher then gives the students a topic relevant to their daily
lives, such as: music, vacations, hobbies, etc, and has the students make one question that starts with each

question word. While the students are writing, the teacher walks around the class and corrects the students’
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grammar.

Once the students are done writing the questions, the teacher has the students find a partner. The teacher
then gives each student pair 9 cards (one for each question word), and gives them 45 seconds to memorize
their questions. After the 45 seconds are over, the teacher instructs the students to turn over their papers, so
they cannot look at them anymore, and do rock-paper-scissors. The winner gets the cards.

Once the students are ready, the teacher tells the students to start using the cards. The winner shows one
of the cards to his/her partner, their partner asks a question which begins with that word, and the original
partner answers the question and shows the next card. This continues for 1-2 minutes depending on student
level, and then the teacher tells the students to stop and memorize their questions for 45 seconds again. The
partners then switch, turn over their papers, and start using the cards again, with the winner now being the
one to ask the questions. After each student has had a chance to ask questions, the teacher instructs the students
to find a new partner and the process is repeated with successive partners until the teacher feels that the

students are comfortable with the questions for that topic. The activity is now over.

Pronunciation practice

Pronunciation practice is the activity that followed VSR for students in the second university. In the
beginning, students were given worksheets which taught them some aspects of American English suprasegmental
pronunciation. The aspects covered in this class were: double sound reduction, linking words, and other common
reductions.

Once students were able to show that they were able to produce the correct suprasegmental pronunciation
of example phrases and sentences for the aspects listed above, students were instructed to produce the correct
suprasegmental pronunciation of seven of the sentences in their current chapter in VSR. If students were able
to say the sentences they chose correctly, then they received a 100% for pronunciation for the day. If they were
not, they had to go to the back of the line and try to say the sentences they were unable to produce correctly
again. Like VSR, once the students were able to pass this goal they received a 100% regardless if they were

able to pass on the first time or the fifth.

7. Research Methodology

Students were given surveys in Japanese at the end of the semester which asked questions about the test
class, the students’ other classes, and other questions about VSR (Appendix A for original survey, Appendix
B for English translation). Students responded to the questions about the test class and their other classes via
a five point Likert scale in four different areas: likeability, motivation, perceived improvement, and losing track
of time. The Likert scale was arranged so that five was the highest score and one was the lowest. Afterwards,
the students responded to the other questions about VSR by rating their emotional comfort level during different
parts of the activity on a one to five Likert scale, and by choosing all areas of the class which applied to their
motivation to study or their perceived improvement.

Participation in the surveys was voluntary, and when the surveys were finished, students placed the
completed surveys on a desk away from the teacher to ensure anonymity. In the first university, 65 of the 72

students turned in a survey. In the second university, 28 of the 30 students turned in a survey.
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8. Results

As in the previous study, classes in both universities which contained VSR (and Conversation Cards for
the first university) received higher scores in terms of likeability, motivation, and perceived improvement than
the students’ other English classes. In addition, the test classes also received higher scores for losing track of
time than the students’ other English classes. Figure 2 shows the average scores for each category for the first

university.

ETest ® Control
5
4.54 4.49 4.57
4.34
4.17
4 3.89
3.68
3.11
3
2
Likeability Motivation Perceived Losing track of
improvement Time

Figure 2. First university comparison to other classes

Figure 3 shows that the test class with the second university received similar scores. However, the students’
other English classes for the second university had much lower scores than the students’ other English classes

from the first university.

B Test ® Control
5
4.54 4.54
4.32 4.95
4
3.00
3
2.54
2.21
9 1.82
1
Likeability Motivation Percieved Losing track of
improvement time

Figure 3. Second university comparison to other classes
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With regards to the questions on emotional comfort during VSR, students were generally emotionally
comfortable during VSR lessons. The students were asked to note their emotional comfort with regards to
three aspects of VSR, which were: (1) if they felt more comfortable being able to prepare for the conversations
instead of immediately speaking with their partner, (2) if they felt more comfortable knowing what might be
said during conversation practices, and (3) if they felt more comfortable knowing that they were able to retake
the interview test if they failed the first time. Students in the first university gave scores of 4.37 for conversation
preparation, 4.69 to knowing what might be said, and 4.75 to being able to try again. Scores in the second
university were 4.29 for conversation preparation, 4.71 to knowing what might be said, and 4.68 to being able
to try again.

Finally, students were asked to choose which parts of VSR increased their motivation, and which parts
of VSR made them feel like they improved (multiple areas could be chosen). The choices were: (1) studying
real English conversation, (2) writing practice answers beforehand, (3) the variability of the conversations, (4)
practicing with multiple partners, (5) having a high speed interview test, (6) passing the interview test, (7)
being able to study comfortably, and (8) none of the above.

With respect to motivation in the first university, students chose studying real English conversations first
with 78% of students choosing it, writing practice answers second at 35%, and conversation variability third
at 34% (Figure 4). For perceived improvement, students chose studying real English conversation the most at
80%, writing practice answers second at 46%, and having a high speed interview test third at 40% (Figure 5).

With respect to motivation in the second university, students chose passing the interview test the most
at 50%, emotional comfort second at 46%, and studying real conversations at 43% (Figure 6). For perceived
improvement, students chose studying real conversations the most at 43%, writing practice answers second
at 36%, and emotional comfort third at 32% (Figure 7).

As well, no student from either university chose “none of the above” for either motivation or perceived

improvement.
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Figure 4. Reason for motivation due to VSR in the first university
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Figure 5. Reason for perceived improvement due to VSR in the first university
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Figure 6. Reason for motivation due to VSR in the second university
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Figure 7. Reason for perceived improvement due to VSR in the second university

9. Discussion
It should be noted that although the students in the second university rated their other English classes

much lower than the students in the first university, the test class received fairly equivalent scores at both
universities. This serves to show that VSR can be used effectively to teach English conversation to low level
non-major university students, as well as point out the fact that even students who have done poorly in English

classes until university can become engaged and benefit from their English classes provided the correct materials
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are utilized.

Another discussion point for these results is flow. 80% of students in the first university, and 79% of the
students in the second university agreed or strongly agreed that they lost track of time in the test class. However,
only 34% of students in the first university, and only 4% of the students in the second university agreed or
strongly agreed that they lost track of time in their other classes. As VSR activities inherently meet five of the
eight common circumstances of flow — (1) tasks must have a reasonable chance of being completed, (2)
concentration on the task must be possible, (3) the task has clear goals, (4) the task provides immediate
feedback, and (6) the person is able to exercise a sense of control over his/her actions — and the majority of
students felt that they forgot about time during class, it seems very likely that students in VSR classes experience
flow. As experiencing flow leads to higher levels of intrinsic motivation and higher quality time on task, this
may possibly be the reason why students gave higher scores to the test class than their other English classes
for motivation and perceived improvement.

The next discussion point is on the topics of emotional comfort during VSR activities and its relation to
students’ motivation and perceived improvement during the activity. Although the majority of students in both
universities felt emotionally comfortable in class, the first university did not rank emotional comfort as one of
the top reasons why they felt motivated or why they felt their English improved. However, the second university
ranked it as their number two reason for motivation, and their number three reason for perceived improvement.
As the students’ in the second university were low level non-English majors, it is very possible that English
conversation is somewhat intimidating for them and the way VSR is set up allowed them to feel more at ease
when studying and preparing for interview tests.

The final discussion point is on the students’ top choices for why they felt motivated and why they felt
they improved. First of all, it is very important to note that out of the 83 students who turned in a survey in
both universities, every student felt that there was at least something that motivated them and helped them
improve their English. Second, “studying real English conversation” was the number one reason for both
motivation and perceived improvement for the first university, and the number three and number one reason
for motivation and perceived improvement respectively for the second. The students made it quite clear that
they feel that VSR helps them study real English conversation. Third, it is very interesting that “passing the
test” was the number one reason for students’” motivation in the second university, but was not in the top three
for perceived improvement. The reason as to why “passing the test” was the number one reason for motivation
in the second university, but not for perceived improvement (and not for the first university), may be explained
by the reward stage of reward probability (French, 2012; Fiorillo, Tobler, & Schultz, 2003). The reward stage
of reward probability states that the lower a person’s confidence in completing a task, the higher the dopamine
reward received when being able to accomplish or complete it. As the students in the second university were
low-level non English majors, it is very possible that they had not had much success with English conversation
in the past, and that passing the tests gave them a huge dopamine rush / confidence boost / motivational surge.
Finally, it should be noted that every point but “practicing with multiple partners” and “none of the above”
made it to one of the top three reasons at some point in the study. It can therefore be said that VSR has the

flexibility to appeal to students in a number of different educational situations.
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IV. Conclusion

This research has shown that classes with VSR (and Conversation Cards for the first university) receive
higher scores than students’” other English classes in terms of likeability, motivation, perceived improvement,
and losing track of time. As well, students feel comfortable with VSR, and although this comfort does not
always leave an impression on the students in terms of their motivation and perceived improvement, this
comfort is very important in some situations. Furthermore, students believe that VSR helps them study real
English conversation, and it has a number of different elements which can usually ensure (and in this study
100% of the time) that students will find something in VSR activities that is motivating and that helps them
with their English conversation ability. VSR and Conversation Cards have once again proven themselves as

effective English conversational activities.
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Appendix A
Original Survey in Japanese

CORELIIFETTH?

WwWWz2 o DHAFED FHhFEH brok B
1 2 3 4 5

M DFEFH DKL & TTHh?

WwWWz o HAZED FHIEH Brolk QM
1 2 3 4 5

CORETRD L BIRHLMHET 283 TEIH?

WW2 o HAEY IHEH brol [=qn
1 2 3 4 5

fDOREFEDRETED L7 I ZREE L WRT 25 TE T2 ?

WwWWz2  DHAFED FHhFH brok T
1 2 3 4 5

COREIDULORERD T LT L BT T H?

WwWWz o HAZED FHIEH Brolk [
1 2 3 4 5

OREFEORZE RIS LT ORFER I E LT3 L RwE T2 ?

WwWWz  HAED FDHEDH Broé [
1 2 3 4 5

ZOBETEHRI oo EENT T ?

WwWWz2 O DHAFED FHhFH birok IZw
1 2 3 4 5

DTG DK TRIFH DL oD BN T ?

WwWWz o HAZED FHIEH Brok [
1 2 3 4 5
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9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

BuIBERRFEME T 20 b, ZOMIGEREHZ THOTH ) PRI TE S LBLE
2

WwWWz2  DHAFEDND FHhFH brok IZw
1 2 3 4 5

AVEZE2—FT A MO, REFMZFVHTLZHMOLVE) D, HidboTIEOX»LHdZ L%
Mo THBWEZEIPRIBIZTED LR L E T ?

WwWWz o HAFED FHIEH Brolk QM
1 2 3 4 5

AVAE2—FAMOKE, —~FIOFRAPTHRERILLD L), BLTHENT AL ERILNDIED
DRI TED LB ETH?

WwWWz o HAZED FHIEDH Brotk IZw
1 2 3 4 5

HLINTE o TREOEFOHR THIEOMRE T 2R LRI S I2DEIMTTH?
(BEEXZT,)

A) EBROERFEEWRT L L B) XEOERFEEEZTEHELZL
C) =iFowEM D) ZHDON—FF—EHETLZ L
E) ®E#lEGETHOA YA Ea—F AL  F) FAMIAEWHTLZL

G) KIfmTEsZ L H) b3 25%8RISEL0

VEEOSOM B H Ll 0PdERe %z LT3 L Bwx 30 ?

(BRGE~ZET,)

A) EBOELT MRS 2L B) XEOERHEEZTHL L
C) &iEon &M D) Z¥oN—FrF—LHETLZL
E) BH#IFETOA Y RXE2—FT A b F) 7AMIEKTDLZLE

G) XFifmcEs L H) fil 358N % H 1T 0w
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Appendix B
Translated Survey in English

Do you like this class?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Do you like your other English classes?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Does this class raise your motivation to study English?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Do your other English classes raise your motivation to study English?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Do you think this class raises your English ability?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Do you think your other English classes raise your English ability?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Do you forget about the passing of time in this class?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

Do you forget about the passing of time in your other classes?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5
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9. Instead of diving directly into practicing conversation, does it make you feel more comfortable if

you're able to write practice answers first before engaging?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

10. For the interview test, instead of not knowing what the teacher will say, does it make you more

comfortable if you know that the teacher will only say things from a list of 15 sentences?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

11. For the interview test, does it make you feel more comfortable knowing that you’ll be able to take

the test more than once if you fail?

No Not very  Neutral A little Yes
1 2 3 4 5

12. What areas of VSR motivate you to study the most? (Select all that apply)

A) Studying real English conversation B) Writing practice answers beforehand
C) The variability of the conversations D) Practicing with multiple partners
E) Having a high speed interview test ~ F) Passing the interview test

G) Being able to study comfortably H) None of the above

13. What areas of VSR improve your English the most? (Select all that apply)

A) Studying real English conversation B) Writing practice answers beforehand
C) The variability of the conversations D) Practicing with multiple partners
E) Having a high speed interview test ~ F) Passing the interview test

G) Being able to study comfortably H) None of the above



