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H ow can lower-level language learners 
practice social conversation?  
The language and content of the Speaking Card Deck: 

Open-Ended Questions included with this Activity & Idea Book 
are directed toward language learners at an intermediate 
proficiency level or above. But what if participants are less 
proficient?  

Many of the Activities will work well if steps are streamlined 
and/or supplemented as necessary. For instance, useful 
vocabulary can be presented in advance, and necessary 
grammar (sentence patterns) can be taught or reviewed. 
Participants can work together to suggest possible responses 
to each question. An activity can be modeled beforehand,            
a game can be repeated several times in various versions, 
there can be review and reinforcement, and so on.  

In addition, simplifying the language and content of the  
questions included in an activity can help ensure teaching             
and learning success with lower-level groups. Following is             
a list of 35 suggested Basic-Level Open-Ended Social 
Conversation Questions. Reproduced them as is for use in 
simple activities and/or copy them onto cards for games and 
such. And of course, they can serve as examples—stimuli             
for the creation of other questions appropriate to the specific 
purposes and interests of any language-learning group.  

No matter what the subject or the level of the language,            
the open-ended queries and responses of successful “short 
talk” can contribute to effective language teaching/learning          
in getting-acquainted contexts—and interactions that follow.  

List of 35 Beginning-Level 
(Simplified) Open-Ended Questions 
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1. What is your name? (Tell about the parts of your name.) 

2. Where are you from? (Tell about your homeland or 
hometown.)  

3. Where do you live now? (Tell about your home.) 

4. Do you like your living situation? Why or why not? 

5. Why did you come to this place—this country or city? 

6. Imagine the ideal (perfect) place to live. Describe it.  

7. Who are the people in your family? (Tell about them.) 

8. How are you similar to your mother or your father? How 
are your different? 

9. Which is better—the single or the married life? (Give 
reasons for your opinion.)  

10. What are your ideas about love, marriage, and divorce? 

11. Do you have or want children? Why or why not? 

12. How important is family in your life? (Give reasons for 
your answer.) 

13. How important are friendships in your life? (Give reasons 
for your answer.) 

14. What do (will) you do for a living? (Tell about your 
work.) 

15. Why did you choose your job or area of work? 

16. For what reasons or purposes are you taking this 
language course? 

17. What is your major area of study? Why did you choose it? 

18. In your studies and work, what are your plans for the 
future? 
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19. In addition to work and family, what are your main 
interests? (Tell about them.) 

20. What are your favorite kinds of music, movies, TV 
shows, and entertainment events? Why? 

21. What do you like to do in your free time? (Give reasons 
for your choice of activities.) 

22. What do you most like to do during vacation time? Why? 

23. Imagine an ideal trip to anywhere in the world. 
(Describe the place and your activities.) 

24. What are the best things about your personality and 
character? (Give examples.) 

25. What do you want to change about yourself (your 
personality and character)? Why? 

26. What nice things do you do for other people?  

27. What do you appreciate most about your closest 
relatives or friends? Why? 

28. How important is money to you in your life? (Give 
reasons for your answer.) 

29. What makes you happy? (Give examples.) 

30. What makes you sad or unhappy? (Give examples.) 

31. What makes you afraid? (Give examples and reasons.) 

32. Are you mainly a feeler, a thinker, or a doer? (Give 
reasons and examples for your answer.) 

33. What personal life experience has had the greatest 
effect on you and your values? (Tell about it.) 

34. How do you make important life decisions? (Tell your 
values and principles.) 

35. For me to understand you well, what one question 
should I ask you? 
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 Open-Ended Questions  
for Social Conversation  

W hy is Social Conversation Important?  

In today’s world (including TV, other media, 
and the Internet), “small talk” goes beyond 
polite, uninvolved exchanges about weather, 

sports, or local events.  It may become  “short talk”—brief 
conversations about personal matters, opinions, feelings,             
and values. Here are some advantages to becoming a skillful 
“short talker” in everyday life, school, and work situations:      

 In telling our thoughts, feelings, and opinions, we get to learn           
or clarify what we really believe—for ourselves. 

 In hearing and learning to understand what others know, feel,  
or think, we learn about human nature and the world.  

 “Short talk” can be an effective way to get to know people and  
begin possible friendships—to “network” in school, work, and life.  

 Good talkers and listeners are often more popular or more 
successful in life than people that are shy, silent, or very               
polite in social interaction.   

“Open-ended” questions make terse, mechanical, uninvolved  
responses impossible. They tend to elicit mindful, meaningful, 
informative answers. Therefore, they’re most useful in 
stimulating, interesting, and communicative exchanges.    

This Speaking Card Deck: Open-Ended Questions for  Social 
Conversation can  be used without or with Part 1 of the text 

Speaking: Oral Language Skills for Real-Life Communication.                   
The book, CD, and many other ideas & materials for oral 

language teaching and learning are available from  
Authors & Editors (worklifeenglish.com) 

10736 Jefferson Boulevard, # 604. Culver City, California 90230.  
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This Speaking Card Deck = ”Open-Ended 
Questions for Social Conversation.”  
The Speaking Deck contains 72 cards. On each is an 

Open-Ended Question to stimulate engaging social conversation. 
The unnumbered questions can be used in any order. About  
half ask for thoughts and feelings about language and 
communication. Others ask provocative questions about personal 
preferences, life philosophy, values, opinions, and other 
meaningful topics. As you use the cards, you may think of             
even better questions for thoughtful, stimulating conversation. 
Add these—each on a separate card to the deck.  

Instructions for Use: Here are some ways to make 
efficient, effective use of the “Open-Ended Questions for 
Social Conversation” in the Speaking Card Deck. As you work           
with the Cards, feel free to change the procedures or steps            
for your own purposes. Be sure to write down the ideas that              
work especially well with your class or group!     

1 The “Interview Circle” Game. This activity will 
help improve social conversation skills. Like all games  
in this book, it involves Open-Ended Questions.    

1. Half of the group or class stands in a circle, facing outward.          
The other half forms an outside circle, so that each person           
is facing someone else, his or her conversation partner                 
for the first question-and-answer exchange.  

2. Each person in the outer circle receives a different                     
Open-Ended Question Card from the Deck.   

3. If you’re in the outer circle, ask your partner the question    
on your Card. While that person is answering, use gestures, 
sounds, and perhaps additional questions to encourage him              
or her to keep talking on the same subject for about                   
one-and-a-half minutes. Then hand your partner your                 
Question Card. Move one person to your right.  
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4. If you’re in the inside circle, 
ask your new partner the 
question you’ve just finished 
answering. Keep him or her 
talking on the topic for about 
90 seconds. Then hand your 
partner the Question Card. 
Everyone in the outer circle 
moves one person to the right.  

5. Repeat Steps 3 and 4 five to ten more times. Remember 
that with each exchange, you’ll be answering—and then 
asking—a different Open-Ended Question. When you’re  
asking a question, do whatever you can to help your 
partner express interesting ideas and honest opinions. 
When you’re asked a question, include as much detail as 
possible in your response.  

2 “Spontaneous Mini-Speeches.” Are you a 
skillful conversationalist? Can you think of amusing 
or interesting hings to say on the spur of the 

moment? Can you encourage others to talk? To practice 
effective talking and listening, follow these steps: 

1. From the Speaking Card Deck, each participant gets an 
Open-Ended Question Card. Everyone gets a short time              
to think about his or her answer.1 Someone can list the 
names of the speakers in order on a board.   

2. Just before speaking, write your question on the board 
after your name—or perhaps someone else can do so.  
When it’s your turn to talk, read your question aloud 
clearly; check that listeners understand. Then give your 
answer in one to two minutes. There won’t be time for 
more than a few main points, so include as much info and 
explanation on those as you can within your time limit. 

Use the Question Cards in this                    
Speaking  Deck and/or more intriguing  
ones in the “Interview Circle  Game.”  

NOTE:  1So that everyone in the “audience” listens actively when others are 
speaking, don’t get your Question Card until a few minutes before it’s your 

turn to talk. Pick your Card from the back—without reading the question(s).  
You might get to choose among two or three Cards, but no more than that.  
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3. If possible and convenient, speakers can talk into a 
microphone connected to a recorder. Create one audio for 
the whole round of Mini-Speeches. Or each speaker’s 
question and answer can be videotaped. The short talks              
can proceed very quickly because listeners can save their 
comments on language and suggestions for improvement for 
the replaying.   

4. When you’re in the audience, 
encourage each speaker 
through facial expressions 
(smiling, showing interest or 
understanding, etc.) and 
body language (nodding, 
leaning forward, looking 
fascinated, and the like.).  

If there’s time, make 
comments or ask questions to 
keep the speaker going for 
another minute or so.  

3. Have the question-and-answer Mini-Speeches been 
recorded? If so, replay the audio or video or parts of it so 
that speakers can hear how they sound or observe their 
speaking style. Encourage not only self-criticism but useful 
feedback and suggestions from listeners and viewers. If 
time permits, the replaying of the “Spontaneous Mini-
Speeches” can lead to further whole-group conversation.  

4. As a written assignment to hand in for comment and 
perhaps a grade, listeners can be required to copy each 
question and summarize each answer in a few sentences.  

5. Is there time for another very quick round of Mini-
Speeches? In this stage, each participant paraphrases or 
summarizes the main point(s) of another speaker’s mini-
speech—and makes comments or asks about those ideas or 
thoughts. Then listeners may comment on both speakers’ 
comments or questions.   

In a fast round of spontaneous Mini-
Speeches, each speaker in order answers           

a different question.  
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3 Speak, Listen, Compare, and Improve.      
This simple oral activity can be repeated again             
and again with a variety of Open-Ended Questions.   

1. Participants organize themselves into small groups. Each  
gets a small stack of Open-Ended Question Cards—either 
the same questions for each group or a variety of inquiries.      
The leader of each group reads aloud one question to the 
participants. Each speaker answers it in one minute or less.  

2. The group decides which response was the best (the 
clearest, the most interesting, the saddest, the most 
exciting, the most amusing, etc.) and figures out why.             
When the class reconvenes, that speaker repeats his                  
or her answer for the whole group.  

3. Repeat Steps 1 and 2 with other Open-Ended Questions—
either from the Speaking Card Deck “Open-Ended Questions  
for Social Conversation” or other exploratory queries 
appropriate to the subject at hand.  

4 Conversational “Roles.” In this small-group 
activity, everybody is encouraged to participate in 
social conversation in new or unaccustomed ways.    

1. Every group has a Deck of Open-Ended Question Cards 
turned face down. Each group member in turn takes the top 
card and reads the question aloud to the person to his or 
her right. That person answers it in (less than) a minute.   

2. The next person “paraphrases” the second person’s answer 
(restates the point in his or her own words). The fourth 
group member comments on 
the second person’s answer.  

The fifth member, if any, 
asks the first a question 
about what has been said in 
this “round.” And the sixth 
person, if there is one, 
summarizes the conversation.  

For every Open-Ended Question in this 
activity, each participant plays a different 

“role” in the “Conversation.”  
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5 Truth or “Put On?” Ironically, it isn’t the                 
“big talkers” (story tellers that exaggerate the most 
in order to entertain their audience) that most often 

“win” this game. Instead, it’s the soft-spoken, “serious” 
conversationalists that can say anything with a straight face.   

1. In small groups, each person in turn picks a different Card 
from the Deck, reads the question aloud, and answers it—
either by telling the truth or by “making up a story.” 

2. The group tries to judge whether each speaker’s answer was 
real and sincere or an invented “put on.” In 
turn, each listener tells his or her opinion of 
the truthfulness of the response, along with 
the reasons for his or her evaluation. The 
speaker gets one point for each wrong guess.  

3. When the game ends, the speaker with the most points wins.  

6 “What’s the Question?” Have you ever given 
such a long answer to a question that everyone—
including you—forgot what the question was?                 

In this challenging game, you’re supposed to get to the point!  
1. In small groups, each person in turn picks a different Card 

and responds without reading the question aloud. Each                 
answer should be complete but concise—and should directly 
and clearly answer the question.  

2. The group tries to guess what question each speaker has 
answered. If you’re “keeping score,” the speaker gets                 
a “point” if the listeners 
approach a reasonable 
reconstruction of the 
question. 

If a response was difficult to       
figure out, the group suggests               
ways to make it easier to 
understand. They shouldn’t change 
its essential meaning, however.  

I don’t know.                    
I’ve forgotten what 
the question was.    

So what did you 
think of my 

answer? 
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7 “Getting to Know You.” This game may not work 
very well with participants that are strangers.              
It becomes more effective and fun after they get 

somewhat acquainted with one another.   
1. Every participant picks a Question Card. He or she    

circulates around the room to ask three different people 
that same question, taking notes on the point of each 
answer. After a time limit, the class gets back together. 

2. Each participant in turn tells his or her question,                   
introduces the three speakers that answered it, and               
paraphrases or summarizes each of their answers—              
in random order. The class or whole group guesses who             
gave which answer and tells the reasons for their choices.  

 8 “What I Want to Know.” This open-ended 
Question & Answer Getting-Acquainted Game                 
doesn’t  require a pre-prepared Card Deck. It also 

includes a surprising twist that makes it especially effective          
and engaging. 

1. All participants need a small piece of paper to write on.               
On it, they write the 3 open-ended questions they would    
most like answered by a potential friend. (These may come 
from the Speaking Card Deck, but the game might be more 
interesting if players think of their own inquiries.)                 
Then they find partners they’d like to get to know. 

2. The participants in each pair exchange their Cards. They              
ask their partners the 3 questions that their partners wrote. 
When the class or whole group reconvenes, everyone tells             
the most interesting thing(s) they have found out or    
discovered about the person they “interviewed.”  

3. Although it will no longer have the element of surprise,                
the game can be repeated several times. The Open-Ended 
Questions cards that participants have invented can be                
printed on separate Cards to add to the Speaking Card Deck.  
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9 The “Ungame.” The “Ungame” was a successful 
Open-Question & Answer Board Game in the 1970s, 
when “self-revelation” was a popular social activity. 

Here’s an easily-created version adapted to language learning 
situations that requires no advance preparation.  

1. On separate Cards, everyone writes at least three thought-
provoking, open-ended questions for others to answer. 
(Agree beforehand on the kinds of questions to accept:               
How personal can they be? Can they be funny? How long              
an answer will be required?) Collect all the Cards, shuffle 
them, and placed them in an accessible face-down stack.  

2. The members of each group sit in a circle. The first player  
takes the top card and reads it aloud. In a minute or two, 
that person responds to the question. The group decides how 
many “points” the speaker should receive, perhaps: 

 3 points for a particularly fascinating or entertaining or 
creative answer 

 2 points for a thoughtful, honest, or open answer  

 1 point for an “ordinary” or boring answer 

 0 points for an answer that sounds insincere or dishonest  

3. Continue the game until all the cards have been used up. 
The person with the most points is the winner—perhaps               
of an “honored honest speaker’s prize.” 

4. For another round of the “Ungame,” collect and shuffle              
the Cards and repeat Steps 1-3. If more than one group 
has been playing the game, they can exchange Card Decks.  

5. Many games have a board with a “Start” 
and a “Finish” and spaces to land on in 
between. If such a board is available, 
players can choose markers. According 
to the number of points they receive for 
each answer, they move their markers 
forward on the board. The first player 
to reach the end is the winner.  
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C onversational Checklist: What are the 
Elements of Successful Social Talk? 

What is it that makes some speakers and listeners 
more effective than others in conversing with people? How do 
some conversationalists succeed in getting the attention of 
listeners? How do they manage to elicit interesting or relevant 
information, opinions, and thoughts from others?  

Following is a list of possible “short talk” features—things 
people do that increase or decrease their chances of 
“conversational success.” Used effectively, the list will lead  
to insights about conversational styles and habits. It offers 
everyone the chance to achieve communicative competence.   

1. If necessary, duplicate the “Conversational Checklist.”                
Allow time for reading it over before discussing the items. 

2. In the box in the first column, each participant writes a plus  
(+) if the characteristic is generally considered positive 
(helpful, productive) in social conversation. He or she puts            
a minus (-) if it’s generally affects exchanges negatively 
(destructively). If the feature is “open to discussion” or 
“debatable”—that is, if its usefulness depends on the specific  
situation, it should be marked with a question mark (?).  

3. As a class or in groups, participants discuss each item                
in the list. Everyone should get the chance to tell under    
which circumstances he or she considers each characteristic 
beneficial (positive) or detrimental (negative) to effective             
and enjoyable communication. 

4. Finally, everybody answers these questions:  
 Are you generally effective or successful in social 

conversation? Why or why not?  
 How can you improve your social conversation skills?   

Everyone should work together to improve the cooperative, 
communicative effectiveness of the entire class or group—            
as well as each participant's individual oral language skills.   
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Positive (+),   
Negative (-), or  
Debatable (?)  

What to Do or Not Do in “Short 
Talk” (Social Conversation) 

 1. Monopolize conversations. Do most of the 
talking. Don’t wait for responses.  

 2. Encourage your conversation partners to talk 
by being a good listener. Use body language 
and gestures to show interest.  

 3. Be silent when someone else is talking. 
Don’t interrupt in any way. 

 4. Make appropriate comments and ask 
questions. “Draw out” your conversation 
partners so they talk more. 

 5. Avoid “taboo topics”—subjects like 
religion, politics, age, and health that don’t 
belong in “polite conversation.” 

 6. Ask very personal questions—to find out 
about  the most sensitive subjects. Put your 
conversation partners “on the spot.” 

 7. In your comments and questions, consider 
the age, personality, and self-confidence of 
other people.   

 8. If you feel uncomfortable, don’t let anyone  
know. “Cover up” your shyness with body 
language and self-confidence.  

 9. Speak loudly so everyone in the group can 
hear easily. Don’t whisper. Don’t carry on 
“private conversations.” 

 10. Listen casually—not too carefully. Then 
you can think of what to say next.  

CONVERSATIONAL CHECKLIST  
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MOST LIKELY ANSWERS: 1. -   2. +   3. +?   4. +   5. ?   6. -   7. +   8. ?   9. ?   10. -   
11. ?   12. -   13. +   14. +   15. +   16. ?   17. +   18. -   19. +   20. ? 

+ = positive, helpful.  - = negative, unproductive.  ? = Debatable, or depends on the situation  

Positive (+),   
Negative (-), or  
Debatable (?)  

What to Do or Not Do in “Short 
Talk” (Social Conversation) 

 11. Communicate your interest with eye 
contact. Stare into your conversation 

 12. Lean back. Look off into space. Then   
others can relax with you.  

 13. Ask questions to be sure you understand 
someone’s point. Then you can respond.   

 14. If you are not well informed, admit it.                
Ask for information or advice. 

 15. Speak from your own natural and real 
curiosity, experience, and values.  

 16. Tell only proven facts. Don’t give personal 
opinions without proof that you are right.  

 17. Keep the purpose of the conversation in 
mind. Is it to exchange information, to 
make people comfortable, or . . . ? 

 18. Compete with others. Show that you are 
right or smart—to get people excited.  

 19. Avoid defensiveness. Don’t take others 
people’s points of view as personal attacks. 
Apologize when you offend. 

 20. (Think of other possible things to do or 
avoid in social conversation. Will each  
feature produce good or bad 
communication? Ask others’ opinions.)  

CONVERSATIONAL CHECKLIST  


