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Abstract
This research addresses the incorporation of conversation gambits into an English for 
Specific Purposes (ESP) course. The primary objective is to determine the influence of 
implementing conversation gambits on communication skills. This involves examining 
the frequency with which students effectively use them and identifying the most fre-
quently used gambits introduced by facilitators. The study involved a total of 15 students 
and three instructors, forming a targeted group of educators. Also, it adopted a mixed-
method approach, employing a descriptive research design. Five focused observations 
and frequency tables were used as instruments for data collection. The findings revealed 
a noteworthy trend as students did not actively employ the conversational gambits in-
troduced by facilitators. This behavior is attributed to the absence of consistent enforce-
ment of the conversation gambits throughout the lessons. The study sheds light on the 
crucial role of reinforcement in promoting the incorporation of conversation gambits into 
the communication repertoire of educators in ESP courses.
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Resumen
Este estudio aborda el impacto de la incorporación de frases conversacionales preesta-
blecidas en un curso de Inglés con Fines Específicos (ESP). El objetivo principal es deter-
minar el impacto de la implementación de estas frases en las habilidades comunicativas 
que tiene la población estudiantil de inglés. Lo anterior implica examinar con qué fre-
cuencia las personas estudiantes utilizan efectivamente estas expresiones de conversa-
ción e identificar cuáles son las más utilizadas por las mismas. La investigación involu-
cró a un total de 15 estudiantes y tres personas docentes. Además, adoptó un enfoque de 
método mixto y un diseño de investigación descriptiva. Se utilizaron cinco observaciones 
focalizadas y distribuciones o tablas de frecuencia como instrumentos para la recopila-
ción de datos. Los hallazgos revelaron una tendencia significativa ya que la población 
estudiantil no empleó activamente las frases preestablecidas para la conversación que 
las personas docentes introdujeron. Este comportamiento se atribuye a la falta de refor-
zamiento consistente de las expresiones a lo largo de las lecciones. El estudio destaca el 
papel crucial del refuerzo para promover la incorporación de las frases en el repertorio 
de comunicación de la población educadora en cursos de ESP.

Palabras clave: frases preestablecidas, lenguaje funcional, expresiones fijas, expresio-
nes convencionales, habilidades de comunicación
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Introduction

There is a wide array of techniques 
and strategies employed by instructors 
for teaching a second language (L2). 
When it comes to specifically enhanc-
ing communicative skills, there is a 
variety as well. One of the various re-
sources that instructors frequently use 
for this purpose is what is commonly 
known as conversational gambits. 
Keller (1979), who has been one of the 
most recognized advocates of conversa-
tion gambits in English classes, defines 
the word gambit as sets of semi-fixed 
expressions or signals consciously 
learned and used by English learners 
as a strategy to facilitate and enhance 
their communication. Scholars have 
also employed various terms to denote 
similar instances, including function-
al or situational language, formulaic 
language, fixed or lexical phrases, and 
other related terms. Regardless of the 
term employed, they all come together 
with a shared objective: boosting oral 
skills so that conversations sound more 
natural.

Several scholars, including Soerjo-
wardhana (2015), Faizal (2016), Akbari 
(2018), and others, agree on using the 
terms “phrases” and “words” to define 
the concept of conversational gambits. 
To elaborate, Faizal (2016) asserts that 
these phrases and words assist indi-
viduals in expressing their intended 
message. As the name implies, the pri-
mary focus of conversation gambits is 
on facilitating conversation. Therefore, 
they are widely recognized for promot-
ing communicative competence among 
non-native speakers of the language. 
According to Akbari (2018), “briefly 
defined, gambits and routines refer to 
the words and phrases that facilitate 

the flow of conversations. As such, one 
way to help learners acquire oral profi-
ciency is to teach gambits that support 
the social skills emphasized’’ (p. 35). In 
essence, incorporating conversational 
gambits into language instruction has 
proven as a valuable strategy for nur-
turing oral proficiency among language 
learners since these signals help speak-
ers to structure their conversations.

Conversation gambits can be clas-
sified based on their function. For in-
stance, Keller and Warner (1990) cat-
egorize them based on the micro-skills 
they fulfill, determining whether they 
can be used for initiating a conversa-
tion, connecting different topics, or 
responding in oral interactions. Simul-
taneously, their use varies based on 
that classification, serving different 
modes or sub-purposes. To illustrate, 
with the realm of opening gambits, a 
mode involves asking for information, 
and expressions such as “I’d like to 
know…” and “Could you tell me?” are 
useful in fulfilling this purpose. In the 
context of linking gambits, a micro-
skill pertains to emphasizing a point, 
where useful expressions like “that’s 
just the point” and “but the real ques-
tion is…” come into play. Lastly, re-
sponding gambits encompass a micro-
skill focused on showing interest, and 
phrases like “right” and “really?” serve 
as effective tools for achieving this ob-
jective. Hence, conversational gambits 
can be introduced in second-language 
teaching by categorizing them into sets 
based on their meanings or functions.

The current research project aims 
to address the general question of how 
the implementation of conversation 
gambits genuinely improves the com-
munication skills of a specific group 
of educators in an English for Specific 
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Purposes (ESP) course. Moreover, this 
study aims to answer the following 
specific questions: How do facilitators 
incorporate conversation gambits into 
L2 teaching lessons? How often do 
students actually use those gambits 
to enhance communication? What are 
the most frequently used gambits for 
educators in a second language class-
room? The method employed for col-
lecting data to address these inquiries 
includes observations conducted in 
virtual L2 lessons, along with the use 
of frequency tables to tally the occur-
rences of specific variables in the ob-
servations. It is important to mention 
that the students of this ESP course 
happen to be educators; therefore, the 
word students will be used to refer to 
those who are learning.

Literature Review

Functional and situational 
language in teaching

Conversational gambits share simi-
larities with functional and situational 
language since they are all intercon-
nected aspects of language learning 
and communication skills. Both func-
tional and situational language are la-
bels that represent ways of organizing 
language, and there is a clear overlap 
between them. The difference lies in 
the fact that functional language con-
sists of expressions that function or 
serve different purposes, and situa-
tional language comprises expressions 
used in specific situations, moments 
and places (Thaine, 2021).

Popescu (2021) addresses the word 
“function” in this context as encom-
passing “the complexities of language 

in actual use” (p. 408). Consequently, 
functional language proves versatile 
and useful in communicative con-
texts. The term can be defined as sets 
of phrases or so-called chunks of lan-
guage that help with drilling dialogues 
(Popescu, 2021). These potential dia-
logues resemble real-life conversations 
given they encompass the functions 
that language performs in everyday sit-
uations such as making excuses, com-
plaints or offers, agreeing, disagreeing, 
giving advice, asking for help, inviting 
someone, making suggestions, making 
request, apologizing, thanking, evalu-
ating, persuading, arguing, informing, 
questioning, expressing emotions (Ash-
Shammari & Al-Sibai, 2005; Thaine, 
2021; Popescu, 2021), among others. 
Therefore, functional language helps 
learners understand the meaning of 
expressions in order to use them ap-
propriately in real-life conversations. 
Conversational gambits are related to 
functional language as they also serve 
specific functions in conversations.

This type of language teaching 
leads to the Functional-Notional Ap-
proach. According to Ash-Shammari 
& Al-Sibai (2005), one of the advocates 
of this approach was David Wilkins 
who adopted a functional perspective 
of language when he “realized that it 
was possible to group language items 
for teaching purposes not only in terms 
of the grammatical category to which 
they belonged to but also in terms of 
the language function they performed” 
(p. 5). The authors also sustain that 
the Functional-Notional Approach is 
considered an alternative to structural 
approaches since it does not focus on 
linguistic aspects of the language but 
on communicative needs. It involves 
transferring language functions to 
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communicative contexts, making the 
development of general language com-
petence its primary goal, and language 
functions its leading element. This is 
consistent with how Popescu (2021) 
emphasizes that the functional ap-
proach enhances students’ communi-
cation skills “without the pressure of 
rigid grammar rules” (p. 408).

In regard to situational language, 
Smith and Loewen (2018) highlight 
the role of “situations” as its defining 
feature. When introducing this type of 
language, students are presented with 
situations that require language use 
in authentic communication. Conse-
quently, situational language compris-
es expressions or phrases that people 
commonly use in specific contexts or 
situations such as at a restaurant, at 
the hospital, while shopping for clothes, 
among others (Thaine, 2021). Accord-
ing to Dudley and Jo (1998) language 
sets can be categorized based on mean-
ing, and when grouped according to 
associations related to a specific topic, 
they are referred to as situational sets. 
Therefore, when presented with sets 
of situational language, students can 
choose suitable expressions based on 
specific circumstances.

The teaching approach derived 
from situational language teaching is 
known as the Situational Approach. 
It is often perceived as an attempt to 
provide an alternative to structural 
or grammar-focused approaches, as 
its initial proposal aimed “to develop 
a more communicative approach to 
language teaching” (Ash-Shammari & 
Al-Sibai, 2005, p. 2). This attempt in-
volved starting language instruction 
with spoken language. However, its 
main tenet centered around the use of 
language in context, drawn from those 

previously mentioned social situations 
in which a foreign language might be 
used. These situations, whether real 
or hypothetical, constraint the selec-
tion of linguistic forms that are taught 
(Shammari & Sibai, 2005).

Both functional and situational 
language are interconnected to con-
versational gambits since these fixed 
sequences of words and expressions 
are used to fulfill specific communica-
tive functions within the context of a 
conversation. In language teaching 
contexts, teachers integrate functional 
and situational language into lessons 
to enhance and improve the learners’ 
ability to communicate effectively in 
various real-life or authentic situa-
tions. This practice provides a practical 
and structured way for learners to ac-
quire and use conversational gambits 
as well as functional and situational 
language in their interactions.

Importance of conversation gambits 
in language learning and teaching

As previously noted, teachers can 
rely on conversational gambits as a 
tool to help students practice and im-
prove their oral communication skills 
given gambits serve conversational 
purposes. Therefore, the main func-
tionality of conversational gambits is 
that they assist in maintaining and 
regulating a smooth flow of a conver-
sational talk (Sahib, 2014; Soerjoward-
hana, 2015; Akbari, 2018; Zulaikah 
et al., 2023). As a result, conversation 
gambits can be beneficial for the teach-
ing and learning process since teachers 
and students can apply them to facili-
tate their discussions by using them 
to open conversations, connect ideas, 
and respond to what has been said. 
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Moreover, students facilitate their own 
learning and performance of the lan-
guage when using conversational gam-
bits to ask questions, clarify meaning, 
and express their opinions. Overall, 
students can communicate more easily 
in L2, promoting active participation 
during class.

The use of conversation gambits 
in English teaching is also related to 
social factors. They include phrases 
and vocabulary that are essential for 
social interactions. According to Coul-
mas (1980), Sahib (2014) and Zulaikah 
et al. (2023), these expressions serve 
as signals used at different levels of 
conversational strategy, indicating 
the general frame of the topic to be 
taken up, as well as the various so-
cial and communicative signals used 
in discourse. Similarly, Faizal (2016) 
argues that people who never employ 
gambits when having conversations 
are often perceived as abrupt or even 
rude, potentially resulting in negative 
attitudes towards these people. There-
fore, the author emphasizes the es-
sential role of conversation gambits in 
shaping conversational behavior and 
facilitating positive social interactions. 
Essentially, gambits help students un-
derstand the social and communica-
tive signals used in authentic English 
conversation, and this can be useful in 
a variety of contexts, such as business 
meetings, job interviews, and social in-
teractions of other kinds.

Additionally, the advantages of 
conversational gambits in teaching in-
volve psychological factors associated 
with motivation and self-confidence 
during L2 performance. Proficiency in 
using of conversational gambits en-
hances students’ confidence in speak-
ing because “the more conversational 

fillers and routines learners utilize in 
their speaking, the fewer pauses and 
hesitations they might have while con-
veying their messages and negotiating 
meaning” (Akbari, 2018, p. 36). Like-
wise, Faizal (2016) found that games 
incorporating conversation gambits 
had a positive impact on students’ 
English achievement and motivation, 
and the effectiveness of the games was 
attributed to the provision of suitable 
experiences for the application of the 
gambits. Consequently, by learning 
and mastering conversational gam-
bits, learners practice and develop oral 
skills with greater confidence and flu-
ency. Overall, conversation gambits 
are an important aspect of oral com-
munication in English and should be 
included in English language teaching 
and learning.

Similar studies

Since Keller (1979), relatively little 
has been said, written, or researched 
on the subject, considering that over 
five decades have already gone by. 
Among the limited researchers found, 
Soerjowardhana (2015) studied the 
use of conversation gambits in a com-
municative interaction between an in-
termediate English-level learner and 
another non-native English speaker. 
Therefore, the participants included 
two individuals whose L1 was not 
English. This research employed a 
mixed approach and its focus was on 
conversational gambits as a means to 
facilitate communication in English as 
a foreign language. The methodology 
involved non-participatory observation 
of a tape-recorded interview, which 
was later transcribed. Results indicat-
ed that both the interviewer and the 
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interviewee employed gambits as con-
versational strategy signals to mutu-
ally understand the conversation.

Pursuing a similar goal, Akbari 
(2018) studied the oral fluency that in-
termediate English students had when 
using conversational gambits in listen-
ing and speaking classes. A total of 60 
students participated in this quantita-
tive study, with half of them assigned 
to an experimental group and the re-
maining half to the control group. The 
frequency of gambit tokens in inter-
actions was tallied based on the clas-
sification of conversational gambits 
proposed by Keller and Warner (1990), 
and t-test results were employed to 
compare the data derived from inter-
actions in both groups. Findings re-
vealed that students in the experimen-
tal group outperformed the students 
in the control group in fluency tests, 
attributed to the use of conversational 
gambits.

In a similar vein, Ariani (2018) 
conducted descriptive research on the 
employment of conversation gambits 
by English students to structure their 
statements in five different classroom 
discussions (a communicative activity). 
The study included a population of ap-
proximately 63 students. Data collec-
tion methods encompassed direct ob-
servations, field notes, and interviews 
carried out through video recordings. 
The findings of the study revealed that 
the most frequently used conversation 
gambits were those related to linking, 
primarily serving the purpose of con-
trolling communication. Furthermore, 
the results indicated that students 
tended to favor some gambits over oth-
ers. This preference was attributed 
to their inclination to use equivalent 
fixed phrases in their native language. 

Therefore, the use of linking conversa-
tion gambits in this study effectively 
assisted English students in engaging 
more effectively in class discussions 
and enhancing their oral skills as a 
means of communication control.

Method

A mixed-methods approach was 
deemed most appropriate for this re-
search project, given the nature of 
both qualitative and quantitative data 
generated from five focused and non-
participatory observations, along with 
frequency tables employed as research 
instruments (Appendices A and B). 
Numerical and non-numerical infor-
mation was gathered to answer the 
proposed research questions. Consid-
ering the detailed, comprehensive and 
depictive information primarily de-
rived from the observations, the study 
adopted a descriptive research design. 
Additionally, frequency tables facili-
tated the summarization of collected 
data in a tabular format, displaying the 
number of times a variable appeared 
within a total of observations. These 
methods are employed to analyze the 
effectiveness of introducing conversa-
tion gambits and their subsequent use 
by educators. In order to interpret and 
analyze the data collected, research-
ers identified patterns, relationships, 
and trends.

The research employed a purpo-
sive sampling technique, selecting 15 
students enrolled in an English for 
Specific Purposes course, along with 
their three respective instructors as 
research participants. The course was 
developed by three English professors 
who delivered it as part of their final 
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practicum. It consisted of seven syn-
chronous virtual lessons in which all 
three took turns participating. One of 
the three practicum instructors took 
on the lead role in each session, while 
the remaining two served as assis-
tants. The students taking part were 
predominantly teachers from various 
subjects, which is why the course was 
named “English Language for Educa-
tors”. There were teachers specializing 
in English, social studies, mathemat-
ics, nursing, Spanish, and commerce. 
Those who did not perform a teaching 
role worked as counselors in educa-
tional settings.

Analysis of the Results

Data collected from the observa-
tions indicated that practicum instruc-
tors introduced a total of 16 sets of con-
versation gambits throughout seven 
sessions that were recorded. Teachers 
introduced at least one and up to four 
sets per session, ensuring a minimum 
of one conversational gambit set on ev-

ery class day. However, for the scope 
of this study, only five observations 
were conducted for the sake of data 
simplification and the convenience of 
researchers (Table 1). Therefore, out of 
the initial 16 conversation-gambit sets, 
10 were subject to analysis.

As part of introducing each gam-
bit, instructors first displayed them on 
screen. Subsequently, they informed 
students that the fixed phrases pre-
sented were intended for use in the up-
coming activity, mentioning the general 
purpose of introducing the sets to the 
class. Nevertheless, instructors did not 
go further to state the specific purpose 
of each phrase from the set. Consider-
ing the basic nature of the expressions 
and the group’s English proficiency 
level, this did not seem to impact the 
comprehension of the phrases at first 
glance. Moreover, students did not ask 
for clarification. However, this point 
will be revisited later in the discussion. 
Finally, instructors proceeded to review 
the pronunciation of the words involved 
before having students use the conver-
sation gambits in the activity.

Table 1
Conversation-gambit sets used throughout the sessions.

Observed Session First Second Third Fourth Fifth

Number of sets per session 2 3 1 3 2

The introduced sets were designed 
for different purposes. For instance, the 
initial set introduced on the first day of 
class aimed to facilitate students’ inter-
actions when introducing themselves. 
This set included sharing participants’ 
names, their place of residence, and 

information about their academic and 
professional backgrounds. The second 
set was intended for an icebreaker ac-
tivity, where students presented their 
own created drawings, which were 
meant to depict their favorite activities 
and hobbies. Consequently, this second 



VINDAS, GUTIÉRREZ Y RIVEROS. Conversation Gambits Used to Enhance Communication... 9

set aimed to assist learners in present-
ing their drawings. The above exam-
ples are just a glimpse to illustrate the 
dynamics in each class. While the re-
maining sets served similar purposes, 
the majority were specifically tailored 
for use in break-out rooms to support 
group work assignments. A smaller 
portion was intended for incorporation 
into homework tasks.

After displaying the sets on screen, 
the instructors proceeded to introduce 
each gambit at least once. Depending 
on the complexity of the expression 
and the purpose of the activity, some 
gambits were introduced either twice 

or even up to four times. Still, the es-
timated number of gambits to be em-
ployed in most sessions differed sig-
nificantly from the actual quantity of 
gambits used (Table 2). The estimated 
number was calculated by multiply-
ing the number of conversation gam-
bits introduced by the actual number 
of students present in the sessions. 
Therefore, there are two reasons for 
the variations in the estimated num-
ber per session. Firstly, the number 
of gambits introduced in each session 
differed, and secondly, the attendance 
varied among sessions as well.

Table 2
Estimated vs. actual gambit usage.

Sessions S. 1 S. 2 S. 3 S. 4 S. 5 Total 
entries Total %

Number of gambits introduced 17 11 3 13 9

Estimated quan tity of gambits 
to be employed 238 132 30 156 108 664 100%

Actual quantity of gambits 
used 156 25 5 10 8 204 30,7%

As evident in the preceding table, 
and as mentioned earlier, there is a no-
table difference between the estimated 
and the actual conversation-gambits 
usage. For instance, in the first ses-
sion, 17 gambits were introduced to 14 
students, which yields an estimated 
238 instances in which students could 
have implemented the gambits for car-
rying out the activities. This previous 
scenario is the expected and thus, the 
ideal situation. However, out of those 

238 instances, students actually im-
plemented only 156. This pattern was 
repeated in the subsequent sessions. 
To summarize this data, research-
ers collected both the total estimated 
quantity of gambits to be employed in 
the observed sessions and the actual 
quantity of gambits used. This corre-
sponds to a total of 664 potential en-
tries in five observations, representing 
the ideal percentage of 100%. The 204 
entries collected from the five observed 



Revista de Lenguas Modernas, N.° 39, 2024  /  01-2010

sessions only account for 30,7% of the 
instances in which students actually 
used conversation gambits. In other 
words, 69,3% of opportunities to ben-
efit from the use of conversation gam-
bits in class activities were wasted.

Another pertinent finding that 
emerged from the instrument ap-
plication is the decline in the use of 
conversation gambits throughout the 
sessions. Consequently, not only did 
students use them less than expected, 
but their usage also decreased as the 
course sessions progressed (Figure 1). 

As evidence of this, Table 2 shows that 
156 instances actually occurred in 
the first session, with 17 gambits in-
troduced. Nonetheless, in the last ob-
served session, there were only a total 
of eight instances with nine introduced 
conversation gambits. The gambit us-
age rate decreased from 9,17 in the 
first session with 14 students to 0,88 in 
the last session with 12 students. Ex-
pressed differently, there was a 90,4% 
decline in the ratio of gambits used per 
introduced gambit.

Figure 1
Decline in Gambit Usage

The previous findings lead to an-
other point that addresses one of the 
research questions stated at the be-
ginning. The most effective conver-
sation gambits for educators were 
the ones introduced in the first ses-
sion given the usage rate. The ob-
servations indicated that during the 
first class, the gambit “My favorite 

(color/ food/ activity/ animal/ object) 
is…” was used a total of 41 times, fol-
lowed by “I like to (play/ run/ read/ trav-
el…)” with 17 occurrences. Further-
more, other gambits such as “My name 
is…”, “I am a (profession)”, and “I work 
at (company’s name)” were each used 
14 times in total. In other words, each 
gambit was used once per student.
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In five sessions, instructors intro-
duced 53 conversation gambits divided 
into 11 different sets. Therefore, the 
average (mean) gambit usage through-
out the observed lessons was 40,8. It 
can be inferred that the used gambit 
quantity in the first class surpasses 
the mean (x̄<156), while the quantity 
used in the last session falls below the 
average (x̄>8). Although this finding 
could have been influenced by other 
variables, such as the number of stu-
dents present in each one of the ses-
sions under study (since this data was 
used to tally the total instances), the 
impact of this variable is minimal. 
This is because the number of students 
present in those two specific sessions 
did not vary significantly, and the vari-
ation of two students is not significant 
enough to have a substantial impact on 
the outcome.

Discussion

The results presented in this sec-
tion provide valuable insights into the 
implementation, usage, and effective-
ness of conversation gambits in the ob-
served material that goes beyond the 
numbers and percentages obtained. 
First, after thoroughly reviewing the 
recordings, it was evident that the 
use of the phrases was not enforced 
throughout the lessons. For instance, 
the facilitators would begin each task 
by presenting a list of useful lan-
guage phrases or sentences that stu-
dents could rely on to formulate their 
answers. This process would entail 
reading them out loud and occasion-
ally providing a few examples for each 
structure. However, instructors re-
frained from offering more specific and 

detailed information about the conver-
sation gambits, including the specific 
purpose behind each phrase or encour-
aging students to produce examples on 
their own to understand how the gam-
bits functioned. Moreover, they did 
not insist on having students employ 
conversation gambits while conducting 
the assigned classroom activities.

At a first glance, the previously re-
ferred omission did not seem problem-
atic, but when students participated, 
they did not use the proposed gambits 
as expected, and thus its implementa-
tion did not seem cemented as an or-
ganic part of the classroom dynamic. 
This previous behavior can be attrib-
uted to a variety of reasons that the re-
searchers of this study can only hypoth-
esize about given the shared academic 
background in ESL teaching with the 
facilitators of the observed course.

One factor that could be contribut-
ing to the students not employing the 
conversation gambits may lie in the 
degree of difficulty that each set pro-
gressively represented as well as the 
students’ English proficiency level. 
While each session’s conversation-
gambits sets to become increasingly 
more advanced would be the expected 
pattern, the students did not appear to 
assign relevance to the conversational 
gambits they were asked to use, thus, 
the level of difficulty kept rising while 
the actual employment of the phrases 
was not. For instance, if the behavior 
corresponding to the first session is 
compared to all subsequent sessions, 
wherein basic phrases like “my name 
is…” and “I work at…” were effort-
lessly and successfully used by the stu-
dents, then it is plausible to infer that 
students did not encounter much dif-
ficulty in using them.
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On the other hand, phrases such 
as “the answers from (the survey/ the 
questionnaire…) suggest that…” or 
“these results suggest that…” (both 
from session 4) were not equally used. 
Given the students’ English proficien-
cy, they might have felt more comfort-
able employing simple phrases that 
were recognizable or directly respond-
ing to the given prompts or questions 
without relying on the language at all 
by providing fragments than ventur-
ing into more advanced vocabulary. To 
recapitulate, the limited employment 
of the introduced gambits during the 
lessons could be attributed to the per-
ceived difficulty that students experi-
enced with them.

Additionally, the collected data 
suggests that the sets of conversation 
gambits that were designed to be used 
during each task did not transfer into 
other activities, that is, students did 
not seem to recall the language that 
had been previously introduced, which 
leads to conclude that the significantly 
limited effectiveness these conversa-
tion gambits had pertained solely to 
the task or activity they were written 
for. To sum up, all these possible consid-
erations might point to the reasons why 
this study’s results suggest that the use 
of conversation gambits in the observed 
material was not highly effective.

Limitations and Recommendations

Despite the efforts to conduct a rig-
orous study in a short amount of time, 
it is important to recognize the inherent 
limitations that come with any research 
process. Time constraints restricted the 
researchers’ capacity to delve deeper 
into the study. Moreover, researchers 
could only thoroughly observe five out 

of the seven provided recordings and 
the total of 15 classes. This limitation 
arose because the ESP classes observed 
for the study were happening simulta-
neously with researchers’ own classes. 
This incomplete coverage of the full ma-
terial, although not a variable that we 
were able to control as we only had ac-
cess to the video recordings of the classes 
we were able to observe, means that our 
study may not fully capture the entirety 
of the proposed syllabus and lesson plans 
by the practicum students. Additionally, 
finding relevant literature to support our 
theoretical framework was rather chal-
lenging, as the initial assumption about 
the abundance of information on the im-
portance of conversation gambits proved 
to be an oversight. Thus, the scarcity of 
sources relevant to the study’s focus pre-
sented difficulties in establishing a ro-
bust foundation for the findings.

While these limitations affect the 
study, they also serve as opportunities 
for future research and methodologi-
cal refinement. To reduce the impact 
of time constraints, future studies 
could consider an extended research 
period or alternative scheduling ar-
rangements. Additionally, increasing 
the number of observed classes and 
diversifying the sample can enhance 
the comprehensiveness and represen-
tativeness of the study’s results. Fur-
thermore, researchers should proac-
tively address the challenge of scarce 
literature by perhaps exploring inter-
disciplinary sources that could shed 
light on the selected area of research, 
or broadening the scope of the topic 
by including other areas of study. Fi-
nally, future research should explore 
contextually relevant strategies for 
implementing conversation gambits 
in English lessons, focusing on the 
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dynamics and methodologies that op-
timize the enhancement of communi-
cation skills among learners.

Conclusion

This research paper sought to explore 
the communicative role that conversa-
tion gambits played in an ESP virtual 
course designed for an ESL population of 
educators. The results presented in this 
study indicate that the most effective 
conversation gambits introduced by the 
course facilitators and employed by the 
students were those which represented 
simple and familiar structures such 
as “my name is…” and “my favorite…
is…”. The limited transferability and 
repetition of the observed conversation 
gambits, which was evidenced by a con-
sistent lack of enforcement and employ-
ment of these structures, prevent this 
research from establishing a solid foun-
dation to delve deeper into the questions 
that guided this endeavor. The collected 
information does not provide enough evi-
dence for a connection to be made that 
would elucidate on the impact that these 
expressions may have had on enhancing 
the communication between educators 
and students, and it cannot factually 
correlate the limited use of conversation 
gambits to a visible impact in confidence 
nor class participation.

Reflection

Conducting this research process, 
from observing the classes to writing the 
final paper, has greatly impacted the 
researchers’ understanding of the im-
portance of conversation gambits in the 
ESL classroom. The initial expectations 

for this project’s results were largely 
fueled by the emphasis that our study 
program places on the design and im-
plementation of these structures in our 
current and future teaching. In many 
exercises for previous courses, we had 
been instructed to design conversation 
gambits for our target population and 
we felt confident that this was a skill 
we had developed successfully, so the 
results we obtained from our observa-
tions were at first unexpected. However, 
it helped us visualize the gap between 
simply designing sets of conversational 
gambits for the purpose of being graded 
on our lesson-planning skills, and ac-
tually implementing these with a real 
group of students in which a plethora 
of factors come into play. It also taught 
us that being intentional in our teach-
ing does not only imply creating and 
designing thoughtful material, but also 
being consistent with our implementa-
tion and enforcement of it in order to 
bear positive learning results.

Notes

1. All authors contributed equally to 
this work. [»]
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Appendices

Appendix A. Observation sheet

Universidad de Costa Rica
Sistema de Estudio de Posgrado
Escuela de Lenguas Modernas

Master’s Program in Teaching English as a Foreign Language
PF-0303 English Teaching Methods

Research: Conversation Gambits Used to Enhance Communication in 
an English for Educators course.

This instrument aims to gather information about conversational gambits 
used by English teachers to enhance students’ communication skills in virtual 
lessons.

General Information

Observations #:
Number of students:

I. Checklist.

Aspects to observe:
● Generalities

Observation Criteria Yes No Sometimes
Comments/ 
Evidence

1. The team introduces at least one 
conversation gambit set during the lesson.

2. The team introduces from 2 to 3 sets of 
conversation gambits during the lesson.

3. The team introduces more than 4 
conversation-gambit sets during the lesson.

4. Conversation gambits are introduced as 
the foundation for conducting oral activities.
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● Instructors

Observation Criteria Yes No Sometimes Comments/ 
Evidence

1. Explicitly inform students that the aim is to 
use the conversation gambits provided in the 
upcoming activity.

2. Provide examples to model the use of the 
conversation gambits presented in context.

3. Model the pronunciation of words included in 
the phrases.

4. Clarify any unfamiliar or confusing expression 
from the conversation-gambit sets before starting 
the activity.

5. Explain the purpose for which each expression 
can be used.

● Students

Observation Criteria Yes No Sometimes Comments/ 
Evidence

1. A majority effectively uses the conversation 
gambits provided when carrying out their oral or 
written tasks.

2. Use introduced conversation gambits more 
than once during the lesson.

3. Ask clarification questions about the meaning 
of the expressions provided.

4. Continue applying conversation gambits 
learned in the following classes.
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II. Elaboration Section.

Aspects to observe:

What are some of the most used conversation gambits introduced by practicum 
instructors?

Appendix B. Frequency tables

Observation #: 1
Session #: 1

Number of students:

Set Conversation Gambit Introduced 
(teachers)

Used 
(students)

Repeated

1

My name is…

I live in…

I study…

I am a…

I work at…
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2

This is my drawing.

I drew a… because I like…

My favorite color/ food/ activity/ object/ 
animal is…

I like to play/ run/ read/ travel…

Observation #: 2
Session #: 2
Number of students:

Set Conversation Gambit Introduced 
(teachers)

Used 
(students) Repeated

1

I choose… points. Rectangle number…

Our answer is…

The word is pronounced as…

What rectangle do we choose?

What amount do we choose?

2

The answer is ….

I agree/ I disagree

I think the word …. means ….

3

I think this is a (content word/ function 
word)

I agree/ I disagree

I consider this a keyword.

Observation #: 3
Session #: 3
Number of students:

Set Conversation Gambit
Introduced 
(teachers)

Used 
(students) Repeated

1

I think that…

The correct pronunciation/ structure/ word 
is…

I agree/ I disagree
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Observation #: 4
Session #: 5
Number of students:

Set Conversation Gambit Introduced 
(teachers)

Used  
(students)

Repeated

1

How do you pronounce…

How do you say …. in English?

A benefit could be that….

I think this is very important because…

In my opinion, …..

2

As a result…

This study found that…

Another important finding…

The answers from (the survey/ the ques-
tionnaire…) suggest that…

These results suggest that…

3

I think that the (rubric/feedback/ele-
ment) is important in evaluation because 

(it helps students/ it helps to learn/ it 
improves the performance).

The (rubric/ checklist) is the best option 
to evaluate (performance/ knowledge/ 

attitudes).

The (feedback/rubric) helps students to 
see the (mistakes/ performance/weak-

nesses/ strengths).
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Observation #: 5
Session #: 6
Number of students:

Set Conversation Gambit Introduced 
(teachers)

Used 
(students) Repeated

1

To me, the most difficult part was…

In my opinion, … is easy.

… made me check my notes.

… is/ refers to/ means …

I agree / I disagree with you.

2

How do you pronounce “...”?

How do you say “...” in English?

I think that…

I agree / I disagree with you…


