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Hello Everyone.
How was your summer?
òHave a good summer!ó is what I 

thought Iõd be writing this time around, 
but our July issue has become Septem-
berized. Dog-daysed coordinator takes 
weeks to find his pencil. Lion-hearted 
editor faces the black void of no submis-
sions and wrests therefrom an article of 
golden beauty. (And that takes time!) But 
here you have it, the fruit of Materials 
Writers SIGõs latest effort. My apologies 
to those of you who have been waiting 
like Charlie Brown for valentines at 
your mailbox.

Thinking back to the last issue of 
Between the Keys, in March, I remember 
that I offered three ideas for projects 
that we might as a sig pursue. One was 
to get together for a weekend, another 
was to contribute materials to a pool 
of resources, and the third was to help 
each other with piloting and feedback on 
materials in the making. When I asked for 
your reaction to these ideas at jaltmwsig, 
2 people responded. 25 people responded 
later when I asked if my messages were 
being received, but that leaves me won-
dering whether the other two thirds of 
our members are or are not receiving 
messages. Maybe thereõs some switch at 
Yahoo! Central that I need to throw that 
I am not aware of.

Anyway, we seem to be a rather quiet, 
unresponsive group. I wonder why. Busy. 
People are busy. I certainly understand 
that, being a bizee myself. Or maybe itõs 
because, like me, you wandered into this 
sig looking to get (ideas, handouts), and 

feel that you have nothing yet to give. Or 
maybe there is just too much Type A blood 
flowing among us, too many of us intro-
verts laboring alone by candlelight in 
our garret rooms. Perhaps what we need 
to do is go out and recruit a bunch of gre-
garious, outgoing O types.

But weõve got to do something. Donõt you 
think? This year the Free SIG campaign is 
going on, and some new people are join-
ing us, but I feel embarrassed when some-
one who is thinking of joining asks, òWell, 
what do you guys do?ó Oh, um, wellé. (By 
the way, I got no reaction to the Material 
Riders motorcycle ad in the April TLT. 
Does no one share my sense of humor? 
Am I weird?)

OK, a couple of ideas for September.
First, about the weekend get together. 

Maybe Fall is not the best time to do it. 
Thereõs already the national confer-
ence in Autumn, and itõs a busy season at 
school. So, how about in March? Spring 
vacation, people have some free time. 
Spend a weekend together, take home 
some fresh ideas to try out in the new 
school year. Maybe invite a speaker, 
maybe keep it among ourselves. The pro-
gram we can work out later, but what we 
need first are ten or so people who want 
to be a part of such a weekend. Are you 
one of them?

Second, our Yahoo! Group has been 
rather silent. A bit of a flow of informa-
tion once in a while, but not many ideas 
being exchanged. So let me offer an 
observation here, and see if it may lead 
to some materials-related discussion. Itõs 
only an observation, supported with no 
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statistical evidence, illustrated with no 
specific examples. But here it is.

It seems to me that a lot of materi-
als commercially available for use in 
Conversation classes offer the students 
attractive pictures, but when you take 
those pictures away, what you are left 
with on the page is a rather small number 
of words, and what words you do find are 
often in the form of questions, intended 
to be conversation starters. Things like, 
òIf you could go anywhere in the world, 
where would you go?ó, òHow often do you 
play a sport?ó, òWhat do you remember 
about your first day at school?ó What the 

materials usually do not offer the stu-
dents are ways to answer the questions 
that are posed.

Why is this? Donõt know, but maybe itõs 
because òcommunicativeó teachers donõt 
put words in their studentsõ mouths, but 
let the students struggle to find the words 
(and thereby truly acquire them?) among 
the English they have encountered over 
the years. Or maybe itõs because itõs just 
too hard to anticipate the almost infinite 
variety of conversational response; itõs a 
lot easier just to make questions.

But it also seems to me that my stu-
dents come to me wanting me to put 



words in their mouths, wanting me to 
teach them, to tell them what to say. In 
the past few years I have resorted to writ-
ing (I confess) dialogs!, those dinosaurs 
from the misty swamps of the audio-lin-
gual era. I have done this because I want 
to teach my students pieces of conversa-
tional language (things like òEither is ok 
with meó and òI went bowling for the first 
time in a long timeó), and the context of 
a dialog can make the meaning and use 
of these expressions clear. And my stu-
dents seem to appreciate being taught 
these things. Trouble is, itõs kind of 
boring presenting and practicing these 
dialogs, and their long-term effective-
ness is questionable.

So I have been thinking about this: 
How can I write materials that will put 
words into my studentsõ mouths, words 

that will enable them to have conversa-
tions in English, and do it in an interest-
ing and effective way, and in a way that 
will allow the personality of the student 
to be expressed. Answer-based materials, 
not question-based.

A couple of days from now, Iõll invite 
you to express at jaltmwsig your reac-
tion to what I have written here. Maybe 
we can get a little discussion going. And 
if you would like to work together with me 
to develop some òanswer-basedó materi-
als, that would be great. 

Looking forward to hearing from you.
P.S. If you are a new member, and have 

not yet become a member of the Yahoo! 
Group, jaltmwsig, let me know at <john-
d@sano-c.ac.jp>, and Iõll sign you up. 

   John                                     














