Teaching Small Talk to ESOL Students
Purpose 
To introduce intermediate-level ESOL students to the topic of small talk, to show why small talk is important and relevant to our culture, and to provide related practice.
Rationale 
ESOL instructors try to help their students with the various conversational situations that they might encounter in daily life. One such encounter is small talk. Small talk is an important stepping stone to build social relationships in the U.S. This lesson presents one way to introduce and practice small talk.
The Basic Activity 
As students arrive for class, make some small talk with them, either individually or in small groups (you may do this already). For example, comment on the weather, ask about sports they may have watched, ask what they did the day before, or compliment someone on a piece of jewelry or shoes. Pay attention to students’ responses—whether students respond back with related comments or don’t say much. 
When beginning your lesson on small talk, ask students to think about what you said or asked during their arrival to class. Write some of the phrases that you used in a place where everyone can see them. Ask the class if they have any idea what these kinds of conversational phrases are called. Write “Small Talk” above the examples. 
Ask students: “Is small talk important conversation?” Some students may say no, others may say yes, depending on differences in cultures. To generate some class discussion, state that small talk in the U.S. is important, and ask students why. Have the class brainstorm possible reasons. Here are some things you’ll want the class to mention: 
– Small talk is a way to be friendly at work, at school, or while shopping. 
– Small talk is a way to start to know people.
 – Small talk is a way to start a conversation and then move on to “deeper,” more serious topics. You or the class may think of other reasons why small talk is important.
If you have Internet and computer access, you can use this part of class to show the 2½-minute video “How to Make Small Talk in the United States,” available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1brut9jlygM. 
Pause the video as needed to review information or to practice phrases introduced in the video. 
Remind students that small talk focuses on easy, light-hearted topics. List the following topics in front of the class, or provide them on a handout. They should be listed under the heading “Is This Appropriate for Small Talk?” Have them work with a partner to circle topics that are typical and acceptable for small talk. The list of topics here is slightly modified from About.com’s Small Talk: Lesson Plan:
The latest films • Religion • The local basketball team • A product you would like to sell to everyone • The death penalty • Your home town • How much money you make at work • Cars • Your last holiday • Your favorite movie star • The correct political party • The weather • Gardening • Your health problems • Your family
Ask students which topics they did not circle. They should say religion, a product you would like to sell to everyone, the death penalty, how much money you make, the correct political party, and your health problems. Discuss why these topics are not good for small talk in the U.S. However, ask students if the items they did not circle are acceptable topics for small talk in their countries, as there may be cultural differences. You may also have to point out some gray areas; for example, it’s common to bring up family during small talk, but we generally wouldn’t discuss private family problems.
Tell students they are almost ready to practice small talk with their classmates. To confirm students are ready for practice, ask for two volunteers to demonstrate small talk for the class. Provide them with a prompt to use, such as, “How have you been?” or “What do you think of this weather?” Make sure the small talk interaction is brief but pleasant. You may need to remind students from time to time to use an upbeat tone during small talk. 
Next, students will take part in a line dialogue. Have students divide into two equal groups. Each group should form a line, and the two lines should face each other. For extra structure, provide each student on one side with an index card, each with a different small talk phrase, such as:
– I haven’t seen you in awhile.
 – How’s it going? 
– That’s a nice necklace.
 – You look busy. 
– What do you think of this rain we’re getting? (or adjust for the weather in your area)
If you have a more talkative class, students may not need the prompts. 
Tell students they will have one minute to practice small talk with the person in front of them. After one minute, you will call time, and people on one side will move down one position each to make small talk with a new person. With this arrangement, the person at the very end of the line will move to have a conversation with the person at the start of the other line. 
Students should begin small talk conversations. Listen to make sure students are sticking to small talk phrases. When done, reflect as a class on what was said and any new phrases learned or new information they discovered about classmates. 
Encourage students to practice small talk with at least one person outside of class and to report on the experience during the next class.




Extension Activity:
Sometimes we must make small talk at a social occasion, like a party, and we’re forced to respond rapidly to conversation topics brought up by others. This can be a challenge for English language learners. To give students practice with this skill, have them form groups of three to five each. Write each conversational topic below on an index card. Each student should pick a card and make a brief statement about the topic. They also should try to ask someone else in the group a related question. For example, if someone got the topic “Pets,” they could say “I have a pet Basset Hound named Lola. How about you, Oscar. Do you have a pet?” 
The list of topics is slightly modified from About.com’s lesson plan on small talk. 
• Your best friend 
• The last film you saw 
• Pets • Rock and roll 
• A magazine 
• Learning a language 
• Playing tennis 
• Your current job 
• An interesting vacation or trip 
• Keeping healthy 
• Your favorite food 
• Finding a job in your country 
• The last book you read 
• Your worst vacation 
• Something you’ve never done but would like to do 
• Learning English—what you like 
• Learning English—what you don’t like


