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This teaching tip focuses on a particular technique to make dialogues into guided
activities by making them less controlled and more communicative, what I call branching
conversations. In branching conversations, two learners work together to have a
conversation that depends on understanding and interpreting the meaning of a
pronunciation feature in a conversation that is structured through an information gap.
Several different branching conversations are provided in this teaching tip, including
those based on intonation, prominence placement, and —teen and —y numbers.

INTRODUCTION

Dialogues, intended to reflect possible conversations, have long been a staple of language
learning materials. They have been criticized as being artificial, but they continue to be one of
the most commonly employed activities used to illustrate and practice a wide variety of language
skills, including pronunciation. Traditionally, dialogues are used to provide controlled practice
(Celce-Murcia et al., 2010, p. 45) because the language is fully provided to the learners and the
pronunciation features can be controlled, thus creating an efficient way to illustrate and practice
particular features of the target language by focusing on pronunciation accuracy.

Celce-Murcia et al. (2010), in their communicative framework for teaching pronunciation,
describe three ways to practice production. First, activities may involve controlled practice with
maximal attention to pronunciation form (e.g., reading aloud a dialogue, listen and repeat). A
second type of production practice involves guided practice, in which attention to pronunciation
form remains likely but speakers must also pay attention to meaning. The third type of
production activity advocated by Celce-Murcia et al. is communicative practice. In
communicative practice, meaning is paramount, and the activity should be open-ended and
involve negotiation of meaning. Although communicative practice also involves both attention to
form and meaning, in my experience, attention to form is often much harder because of the
communicative goals of the activity. Guided activities are thus a bridge between fully controlled
practice (in which attention to pronunciation form is easiest) and communicative practice (in
which attention to pronunciation form can be far more challenging).

Background: Dialogues to Practice Pronunciation

Although dialogues are typically used for controlled practice, they can also be modified in a
variety of ways. Quarterman and Levis (2001), in their TESOL presentation, provide a variety of
modifications for dialogues that turn them from controlled to guided activities. For example, they
use an activity adapted from Pronunciation Plus (Hewings & Goldstein, 1998, p. 33) to illustrate
expansions that encourage learners to add their own information to the dialogues and change the
dialogue from something resembling an interview to a more natural conversation.
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Learners first listen to a realistic conversation and fill in a table with information from what they
are listening to. Then, they are asked to “talk about” their vacation with their partner, using the
information from the table to help them describe an imaginary vacation. They are given the
following example as to how the conversation might go.

A: Where did you go for vacation?
B: I went to Italy.

A: Who did you go with?

B: I went with my family.

A: What did you do there?

B:

I went to a lot of museums and restaurants.

Clearly, this example illustrates an interrogation more than a conversation. The first step of
expansion is to do a “reality check” with learners. First, Quarterman and Levis encourage
learners to use more realistic answers using short phrases rather than full sentences that repeat
unnecessary information.

A: Where did you go for vacation?
B: Italy.

A: Who did you go with?

B: My family.

Quarterman and Levis (2001) say that teachers can then illustrate how to turn the interview into a
more cooperative conversation by adding comments, questions, and extra information.

Where did you go for vacation?

Italy. It was great. Have you ever been there?

No, but I hear it’s beautiful. Who did you go with?

My family, my wife and two kids. We all loved it.

Traveling with Kkids can be a challenge. What did you do there?

We went to a lot of museums and restaurants. My favorite restaurant was...

TET>T>

This expansion is typical of guided dialogue activities, in that pronunciation form is practiced in
a context that requires learners to go beyond simply reading someone else’s words.

Branching Conversations: A Guided Dialogue Activity

This Teaching Tip demonstrates another guided dialogue activity that I call a “branching
conversation.” A branching conversation is easy for pronunciation in one respect, in that the
speakers use words that they are given. However, it is also challenging, because it turns the
dialogue into a kind of information gap. Person 1 and Person 2 have to choose from possible
responses that make the most sense as the conversation “branches.” This means the branching
conversation is challenging for each participant since they do not know what will be said next,
and the pronunciation feature that is targeted should ideally be crucial in creating the next
conversational turn. This makes it an ideal guided practice activity that involves deliberate
attention to both form and meaning, thus bridging the gap between controlled and
communicative practice.



Branching conversations build on a common type of language learning activity (dialogues) but
require attention to listening, speaking, and pronunciation. In this respect, it is similar to, but also
different from, the well-known Bowen technique (Bowen, 1972), which shows up in a variety of
published pronunciation materials for consonant and vowel practice (e.g., see the example from
Grant, 2016, below). In the Bowen technique, which is built around segmental minimal pair
contrasts, the speaker chooses one sentence based on a pronunciation feature of interest (in this
case, the challenging vowel contrast of /&/ and /¢/), and the listener must respond meaningfully.
If the listener responds incorrectly, the confusion may be a result of the speaker’s pronunciation
of the vowel sound or the listener’s interpretation of the sound (or both). Then the mismatch
must be negotiated between the participants to see where the mistake occurs, matching what
happens in normal speech when there is a misunderstanding.

Speaker: This pen leaks. Listener: Then don’t write with it.
This pan leaks. Then don’t cook with it.

Branching conversations are different from the Bowen technique because they are built into
more extended dialogues and the target pronunciation feature can be used without minimal pairs,
though contrastive meanings are desirable. Branching conversations are also very useful for
suprasegmentals. They also can be used multiple times by pairs for continued practice. For
example, after trying the activity a couple of times, Person 1 and Person 2 can switch sheets and
try again. If they make new choices, they’ll have a new conversation.

Branching conversations provide listeners and speakers with choices. In effect, they involve two
distinct dialogues that start the same and then go in different directions. An excellent branching
dialogue has three features.

1. It includes a pronunciation target of interest for the learners.
The dialogue is dependent on the pronunciation feature for its meaning. This means that
there must be a contrastive pronunciation feature involved that is a challenge for learners.
3. It is structured as an information gap by providing participants with their possible lines
but not the other person’s lines.

This example dialogue, the first that [ ever saw for this technique, highlights the /6/ sound.

Dialogue 1

Person 1: We’re going to the new movie at the Thunderbird Theater today at 3:00.
Why don’t you come with us?

Person 2: Thanks. I think I will.

Person 1: That’s good. We’ll meet you outside before 3.

Person 2: OK. I'll be there between 2:30 and 3:00.

Person 1: See you then. I think the movie will be great.

Person 2: OK. Thanks for asking me to come with you.

Dialogue 2

Person 1: We’re going to the new movie at the Thunderbird Theater today at 3:00.
Why don’t you come with us?

Person 2: I’d like to, but I don’t think I can.



Person 1: Why not?

Person 2: I have something else I need to do at 3:00.
Person 1: Oh, come on! Nothing else is that important.
Person 2: Well, I have a big math exam tomorrow morning. I’m not ready.

Combined Branching Dialogue

Person 1: We're going to the new movie at the
Thunderbird Theater today at 3:00.
Why don't you come with us?

Person 2: Thanks. I think I will.
OR
I'd like to, but I don't think I can.

Person 1: That's good. We'll meet you outside before 3.
OR
Why not?
Person 2: OK. TI'll be there between
2:30 and 3:00.
OR
I have something else I need
to do at 3:00.
Person 1: See you then. I think the movie will be great.

OR
Oh, come on! Nothing else is that important.

Person 2: OK. Thanks for asking me
to come with you.
OR
Well, I have a big math exam
tomorrow morning. I’'m not ready.

This /0/ branching conversation, although attractive in some ways, is not a perfect activity. It
includes a pronunciation target of interest (point one), but to be more useful for practice, success
should be dependent on the pronunciation feature for successful communication.

In the next example, the branching conversation is dependent on the meaning difference between
rising and falling intonation on the discourse marker “oh.” This branching conversation was
originally created because we were developing materials that highlighted clear meaning
differences between rising and falling intonation, and we found that the use of discourse markers
such as “OK” and “Oh” was successful in highlighting the role of intonation in creating meaning
differences. Even though the branching conversation is shown on a single page in this teaching



tip, it will be more successful if each person’s contributions are on a separate page. In this way,
learners’ listening skills are emphasized as they negotiate meaning because they do not know, as
is typical in conversation, what the other person will say next.

Branching conversation (Rising and Falling Intonation on “Oh”)

Directions: Person 1 starts. Person 2 chooses a response. Person 1 responds appropriately. Person
2 then responds appropriately until the dialogue ends. Switch roles and create a new

conversation.

Person 1 Person 2

Hiroko: Hey, I heard that Allan's moving
to Chicago.

Juan: Oh?

Oh.
Hiroko: You sound like you already knew about it.
Are you surprised?
Juan: He told me yesterday he
Inight be leaving.
I really am. I thought he had
a good job.

Hiroko: He still has the same job. He was transferred.

Oh, really? He said he hadn't told anyone yet.

Juan: Oh. I didn't know he could
be transferred.

He wasn't certain he was
leaving when he told me.



Another successful branching conversation focuses on —teen/—ty numbers (e.g., fifteen/fifty), an
area of perennial difficulty because misunderstandings often depend on both pronunciation and
strategic use of language for clarification. In this dialogue, the words of the second person are
left blank so that the dialogue is clearly an information gap.

Branching Conversation (-teen/-ty numbers)
Person 1 Sentences

Branching Conversation. Have a conversation. You see only your sentences. Your partner
sees only his/her sentences. Person 1 (Chris) starts the dialogue. Person 2 (Terry) chooses either

of the two responses. Person 1 chooses the response that makes the most sense. The
conversation continues to the end of the dialogue. Switch roles.

Person 1 (Chris)

Chris: Do you know how much the tickets cost for the concert?

Terry:
Chris: Did you say 16, or 60 (six-oh)?
Terry:
Chris: Do you want to go together? I could pick you up at 7:50.
OR
Do you want to go together? I could pick you up at 7:15.
Terry:
Chris: I said 7:50. I can come earlier, say 7:30.
OR
I said 7:15. I thought we could get something to eat first.
Terry:



Branching Conversation (-teen/-ty numbers)
Person 2 Sentences

Branching Conversation. Have a conversation. You see only your sentences. Your partner sees
only his/her sentences. Person 1 (Chris) starts the dialogue. Person 2 (Terry) chooses either of
the two responses. Person 1 chooses the response that makes the most sense. The conversation
continues to the end of the dialogue. Switch roles.

Person 2 (Terry)

Chris:
Terry: I think they cost 16 dollars.
OR
I think they cost 60 dollars.
Chris:
Terry: Six-oh. There is no discount.
OR
Sixteen. It’s really cheap.
Chris:
Terry: Did you say 7:50? That’s pretty late. The concert starts at 8.

OR
Did you say 7:15? That’s a bit early. The concert doesn’t start till 8:30.

Chris:

Terry: Sounds good. See you then.



I have found that the most successful branching dialogues focus on suprasegmental features such
as intonation or prominence. Besides the previous dialogue (“Oh? vs. “Oh”), another use of
intonation involves requests to repeat what was said, either through statement questions, through
WH questions or both, as in the next example.

Repeating Intonation (Student A)

A

Al:

Al:

Al:

Al:

A3:

I'm leaving tomorrow to visit my friend.

B:

My friend. Remember, I told you about her.

Linda. Didn’t I tell you about her?

Linda. She lives near Washington. I'll be there for a week.
Yeah. We'll probably go into Washington on Friday.

B:

A week or so. I think I'll come back next Thursday.

o
I'm sorry. I wasn't listening. WHAT did you ask me again? @ (Please repeat)

B:

The afternoon. There's a really great Indian restaurant we want to go to. Great food! And
it's pretty cheap, too!
We're going to the Smithsonian, and it's really big.

Oh no, I forgot! I guess I'll have to come back earlier.



Repeating Intonation (Student B)

Bl: Who? @ (Please repeat. I didn't hear you)
B2: Who? M (Please give me more information about your friend)

A:

Bl:  Oh, yeah. I remember now. What's her name?

B2:  Oh, yeah. She lives in Washington, doesn't she?

A:

Bl: HOW long will you be there? @ (Speaker B is surprised)

B2:  When? In the morning or in the afternoon?

A

Bl: Did you remember there's an honor society dinner next Wednesday?
B2:  Are you going into Washington in the morning or the afternoon?

B3:  That sounds like fun. Where in Washington will you go?

A

Bl: I've never been to the Smithsonian. I hear you can stay there for days.
B2:  Sounds wonderful! Ilove Indian food. You'll have to tell me about it.
B3:  The dinner doesn't start till 7:00, so you can leave around lunch, and still get back in

time.



Writing Branching Dialogues

Branching conversations may seem challenging but they are not terribly difficult to create. Like
all activities, they may require some adjustments once they are tested out. To exemplify the
creation of new branching conversations, the next idea for a branching conversation is focused
on the use of final prominence and non-final prominence. Note that likely prominence placement
is marked through capitalization in the individual dialogues to help me remember what I was
targeting, but I did not mark them when I combined the dialogues in the branching conversation.
I first started by writing two separate dialogues that started the same way.

Dialogue 1 (final prominence)

Person 1: Do you want to go out to DINNER?

Person 2: That sounds GOOD. Do you have any SUGGESTIONS?
Person 1: We could do CHINESE or MEXICAN.

Person 2: Let’s do MEXICAN. I’'m not WILD about Chinese.
Person 1: COOL. How is 7 O’CLOCK for you?

Person 2: PERFECT. Shall I pick you UP?

Person 1: Yeah, I’ll meet you OUTSIDE.

Person 2: OK. See you THEN.

Dialogue 2 (non-final prominence)

Person 1: Do you want to go out to DINNER?

Person 2: Oh, no. I just ATE dinner.

Person 1: Well, we could try tomorrow for LUNCH.

Person 2: That would be BETTER for me. Can we do a LATE lunch?
Person 1: Sure. How’s MEXICAN sound?

Person 2: PIZZA. Then we can eat INSIDE, or OUTSIDE.

Person 1: OK. I’ll meet you there at 1:30.

Person 2: Let’s do 2 O’CLOCK instead.

Once the two dialogues are written, it is necessary to combine them. This may involve some
further adjustments to the dialogues so that they work together. Of course, it will also be
necessary to format the branching conversation so that it has the format of an information gap.
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Branching conversation (combines dialogue 1 and dialogue 2)

Person 1: Do you want to go out to dinner?

Person 2: That sounds good. Any suggestions?
OR
Oh, no. I just ate dinner.
Person 1: We could do Chinese or Mexican.
OR
Well, we could try tomorrow for lunch.
Person 2: Let’s do Mexican. I’'m not wild about
Chinese.
OR
That would be better for me. Can we do a
late lunch?
Person 1: COOL. How’s 7 o’clock?
OR
Sure. How’s Mexican sound?
Person 2: OK, at 7. Shall I pick you UP?
OR
Let’s do PIZZA. Then we can eat
OUTSIDE.
Person 1: Yeah, I’ll meet you outside.
OR
OK. I’ll meet you there at 1:30.

Person 2: Ok. See you then.
OR
Let’s do 2 o’clock instead.

CONCLUSION

Branching conversations are one way to make dialogues more interesting and to provide practice
for a wide variety of pronunciation targets, including suprasegmentals. One of the conference
attendees who came to the teaching tip asked to try one of the branching conversations with his
fairly advanced students in a pronunciation and speaking course. He reported that the students
enjoyed the activity a lot and that it raised a lot of questions about how different meanings were
signaled by the different options in the dialogue, raising their awareness of how pronunciation
differences signal changes in meaning.
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