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Abstract 
Contextualized script rehearsals and drills play a core part in classroom teaching using Performed 
Culture Approach (PCA) (Noda and Walker 2009, Christensen and Warnick 2006). These 
activities are meant to be the starting point in preparation for more open-ended activities that are 
contextualized and culturally appropriate, but emphasis is often placed more on structured 
activities. The purpose of this paper is to share ways to implement open-ended tasks that can stem 
from structured classroom activities in PCA curricula. The implementation of structured pair work, 
variation, expansion, open conversation, and open-ended tasks for oral interviews will be shared 
using sample scripts from NihonGO NOW! (Noda, Wetzel, Marcus, Luft, Tsuchiya and Itomitsu 
2020). Suggestions are made to provide guidance in a daily grading rubric for contextualized 
language experimentation and more teacher training and resources to help teachers create and 
conduct open-ended activities in PCA teaching.  
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1. Introduction 
Contextualized script rehearsals play a core part, but not the only part, in classroom teaching using 
Performed Culture Approach (PCA) (Noda and Walker 2010, Christensen and Warnick 2006). 
The stories of performing these script rehearsals are believed to help learners understand and take 
appropriate course of actions when they encounter similar situations in the target culture (Noda 
and Walker 2010). Along with script rehearsals, PCA teaching also makes use of drills as a 
scaffolding activity to prepare learners for more open-ended activities (Christensen and Warnick 
2006). While contextualized script rehearsals and drills provide speaking practices that are 
authentic and potentially useful, in my experience of observing PCA teacher training and 
classroom teaching of 50+ language teachers in the last 10 years, the emphasis is often placed more 
on structured activities. Being limited to classroom settings, it is difficult for some students to 
realize the usefulness of the structured activities until they have the experience of actually 
encountering similar situations in the target culture. They often misunderstand PCA’s purposes 
and intentions behind script rehearsals as just mechanical script memorizations as opposed to 
seeing them as using language in context in culturally appropriate ways. In course evaluations, 
such learners often express concerns such as the following about memorization and lack of creative 
experimentations.  
 
(1) “You get what you measure… I feel like I’ve just been graded on my ability to memorize… 

This course has trained me to memorize scripts, not to speak Japanese. If I memorize the 
script in an hour, it is forgotten just as quickly, and I’m left essentially having learned 
nothing… There was just … so much emphasis on memorizing in order to get a good grade 
that I basically learned nothing....” 

(2) “I really like the direction of the course and I’m glad that it covers a lot of material… If 
the pace was a little slower and provided more time for review and creative 
experimentations with what has already been learned, I think I would be more satisfied 
with the learning experience.” 

 
As Christensen and Warnick (2006: 77-79) put it, “memorization for its own sake is not the goal 
and, in fact, is discouraging to the learners and not very helpful in the learning process. 
Memorization for application in performance, on the other hand, is very valuable in providing the 
learners with a repertoire that they can use productively.” Open-ended activities are a core part of 
PCA that can help learners apply what they have learned through structured activities and feel that 
they have some control over what they are practicing in class. 

The purpose of this paper is to review and share ways to implement contextualized and 
culturally appropriate open-ended activities that can stem from structured classroom activities. I 
do this by sharing how the Brigham Young University (BYU) Japanese program has been 
implementing structured pair work, variation, expansion, and contextualized open conversation in 
the ACT class and how open-ended tasks were incorporated in oral interviews in the piloting of 
the NihonGO NOW! series (Noda et al. 2020). As an implication, I will briefly talk about the need 
for guidance in the grading rubric for language experimentation during open-ended activities and 
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the need for more teacher training and resources to help teachers create and conduct open-ended 
tasks as a core part of PCA teaching. 
 
2. Japanese program at BYU 
The Japanese program at BYU utilizes two types of classes, referred to as ACT and FACT. The 
ACT class is the practical component of language learning for students to practice performing in 
the language. The FACT class deals with the theoretical component of language learning to help 
students gain knowledge about the language (Christensen and Warnick 2006). The ACT class is 
held three times a week on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Each ACT class is 50 minutes 
long and is taught by teaching assistants (TAs). FACT class is taught twice a week on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays by faculty. Each semester, there are about 15 to 20 TAs including L1 and L2 
Japanese speakers as well as those who grew up speaking both English and Japanese. The majority 
of TAs are undergraduate students who have taken a prerequisite teaching methodology class that 
introduces and trains prospective TAs in PCA. I have taught this class, trained prospective TAs 
before hiring them and supervised them in the Japanese curriculum at BYU for the last four years.  

We started piloting the field test version of the first volume of the NihonGO NOW! Level 1 
series in all sections of Japanese 101 in the Fall of 2018 and the second volume for Japanese 102 
in Winter 2019. We implemented the first volume of the NihonGO NOW! Level 2 series for 
Japanese 201 in Fall 2019 and the second volume for Japanese 202 in Winter 2020. With only 
about 40 ACT classes in each semester, we covered one script (a dialogue in most cases) per ACT 
session to finish the entire series in four semesters (with the exception of the first ACT chapter in 
the textbook which has more sets of shorter scripts). Students were expected to memorize and be 
ready to perform the assigned scripts before class. They were not allowed to reference the textbook 
during class.  

Students took a short online survey after each semester to share their opinions about their 
learning experience and materials. The results showed that students generally enjoyed the 
characters and storylines in the NihonGO NOW! series. The survey results also showed that there 
were students and teachers who felt the pacing was too fast and too much material was covered in 
one semester. While it is true that the pacing was fast at times, it is noteworthy to say that a full 
mastery of vocabulary and grammar patterns was not expected at the time when they were first 
introduced. In fact, under the assumption that learning occurs over time through multiple exposures, 
many of the key vocabulary and grammar patterns were incorporated in succeeding script 
rehearsals and practice activities for reinforcement. Though there is not enough space in this paper 
to provide examples of students’ performance, recorded student performances in class and oral 
interviews show that they learned to initiate and sustain a conversation, and provide narrations to 
an extent, on a variety of topics over the four semesters. This means that, within two years, these 
learners reached the potential to be rated at Intermediate-level with a good foundation to attain the 
Advanced-level, according to the ACTFL Oral Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL 2012). Typically, 
most programs will say that their students will reach the Intermediate level after four years of in-
class study.  
 



 124 

 
3. Providing a structure and incorporating open-ended activities in PCA teaching 
3.1. Structured pair work 
To maximize class participation, a structured pair work protocol was implemented when we started 
piloting the NihonGO NOW! series in the Japanese program at BYU. The decision was made after 
consulting with other language experts in and outside of the Japanese program at BYU. Up to this 
point, pair work had been discouraged in the introductory-level Japanese classes at BYU. One of 
the main reasons for this is that learners could foster habitual errors from their fellow classmates 
since there is no way for the instructor to pay attention to and provide guidance for the entire set 
of paired students during pair work. Students may trust what they hear from others (even if it is a 
mistake) over what they studied and prepared themselves. Another potential drawback of doing 
pair work in class is the difficulty in making sure that students are practicing the assignment and 
staying on the task. Sometimes students give up on speaking in Japanese and communicate with 
each other in English when they are confused and when the level of preparation or Japanese ability 
does not match between paired students. Without proper training for TAs, some faculty members 
were concerned that TAs would treat the pair work time to relax and work on something else such 
as getting ready for the next activity instead of paying attention to students’ performance.  

To avoid these drawbacks of doing pair work in beginning classes, I provided teacher training 
for TAs and gave them the following sequence of classroom interactions to incorporate the 
structured pair work in the ACT class (Table 1). T stands for teachers and S stands for students; T 
– S means that teachers initiate the interaction and students to respond.  
 

Table 1. Sequence of classroom interactions to incorporate structured pair work 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Phase  Interaction  Teacher’s role Student’s role Audience  

1. T – S Participant Participant  Whole class  
2. S – T Participant Participant Whole class  
3. S – S Observer Participant Whole class  
4. S – S Observer Participant Pair  
5. S – S Observer Participant Whole class  

 _____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Using this sequence, the first part of the Script (1) from NihonGO NOW, Volume 1 (p. 24) 
below can be initiated by teachers playing the role of a mentor and having one of the students 
respond as the intern in Phase 1. They switch roles in Phase 2. Then teachers can assign two 
students to perform the mentor and the intern for Phases 3, 4, and 5.  
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(3) Context for Script (1) (NihonGO NOW, Vol. 1, ACT 1 Scene 10, Noda et al. 2020: 24)  

Roles mentor (Kanda-san) & intern (Sasha Morris) 
Time An intern is meeting her mentor for the first time in the afternoon 
Place 大垣商会 Ōgaki Shōkai (the name of the company where Sasha and Kanda work) 

Audience Other office mates 
1-1 Kanda-san:  モリスさん？ 

Morisu-san? 
  Ms. Morris 
  ‘Are you Ms. Morris?’ 

1-2 Sasha Morris:  あ、神田さんですか？サーシャ・モリスです。 
A, Kanda-san desu ka? Saasha  Morisu  desu. 

  Oh Mr. Kanda COP Q Sasha  Morris  COP 
  ‘Oh you are Kanda-san? I’m Sasha Morris.’ 

1-3 Kanda-san:  こんにちは、神田です。 
Konnichiwa,  Kanda  desu. 

  Hi,  Kanda  COP 
  ‘Hi, I’m Kanda.’ 

1-4 Sasha Morris: どうぞよろしくお願いします。 
Doozo  yoroshiku  onegaishimasu. 

  Very  good   please   
   ‘I’m pleased to meet you.’______________________________________ 

  
3.2 Script rehearsals (structured) 
Part of the context setup should always be the motivation for the exchange – e.g. “why” this is 
happening, which helps bring meaning to the exchange and helps learners know why the language 
is being used that way. Teachers can verbally explain or show the motivation for the exchange by 
modeling for students as a participant by how they initiate an interaction in Phase 1 or how they 
react to students’ performance naturally with appropriate verbal and nonverbal responses in Phase 
2. These models should be performed genuinely to help learners feel that they are in the actual 
situation in the context of a Japanese community that teachers set up. This helps distinguish using 
language in context from just mechanical recitations of memorized scripts. The instructor can 
direct students to use their own names in place of “Sasha Morris” to make the interaction more 
meaningful to students (by writing an instruction “Use your own name” written on the board). 

Teachers can start evaluating students’ performance in Phases 1 and 2, as long as the context 
and expectations for student performance are clear to students. When students make errors, 
teachers can switch to the role of a coach to provide error correction. In Phase 3, teachers can shift 
their focus to students’ performance more as an observer and continue to evaluate different 
students’ performance and provide error correction as necessary. Alternatively, script rehearsals 
can start in Phase 3 by skipping Phases 1 and 2 if and when the context and expectations for student 
performance are clear. After providing sufficient guidance on students’ performance in Phases 1, 
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2, and 3, teachers can assign pairs in class to interact together in Phase 4. During Phase 4, teachers 
should check a pair of students who have not been evaluated. As time permits, teachers can instruct 
students to switch roles or form different pairs to check additional pairs of students who have not 
been evaluated. Despite receiving guidance in Phases 1, 2, and 3, it is still possible that some 
students will make errors that will not be noticed by teachers. As a remedy to this problem, teachers 
can call on a pair of students in Phase 5 to perform the same script in front of the whole class to 
provide another model of appropriate script performance for everyone to see. Additional guidance 
can be provided as needed.  

By incorporating pair work in this manner, teachers can maximize students’ participation in 
class while still checking students’ performance individually. As a way to avoid the redundancy 
of having students perform the original script every time, variations and expansions should be 
incorporated as part of the script rehearsal process, which will be discussed below. 

 
3.3. Simple variation and expansion  
Teachers should incorporate variation and expansion to help learners internalize the material – not 
just redo the original over and over. To do so, teachers need to come up with a set of variations 
and expansions that can make use of the basic template or flow of the original script. Simple 
variation occurs when learners substitute a word or phrase in the original script. Additional changes 
in the original scripts can be made to create more complex variations as well. Expansion occurs 
when learners expand the original script by adding appropriate utterances that might naturally 
appear before and/or after the given conversation. This can be done by combining different sets of 
scripts or leaving it open for learners to add appropriate utterances to continue the conversation. 
Teachers can incorporate variations and expansions by changing the context to check if students 
can apply what they have learned previously during the script rehearsals. They should do this as a 
matter of course – change the roles, the time, etc. That will lead to changes in the script, which is 
the key to helping the learners apply the material.  

Variations and expansion should be incorporated at the early stages of rehearsals. For instance, 
after a couple of performances of the original script, as a variation of Script (1), the time can be 
switched to morning (i.e., 8 AM), which changes こんにちは (konnichiwa) ‘hello’ to おはようござい

ます (ohayoo gozaimasu) ‘good morning’ in Line 1-3. This type of variation, which only requires 
a word-level substitution, is easy to control within the framework of the original script. As an 
expansion, a set of variants of よろしくお願いします (yoroshiku onegaishimasu) ‘nice to meet you’ 
such as  よろしく yoroshiku, どうぞよろしく, doozo yoroshiku, and どうぞよろしくお願いします doozo 
yoroshiku onegaishimasu can be added as a response after Lines 1-4, assuming all of these are 
culturally appropriate for a mentor to use with a new intern. This type of expansion is also easy to 
add in the template of the original script.  

Another way to provide variation is to change the roles (including the nature of the relationship 
involved), place, and audience (whose presence in the role-play performance may have an impact 
on the script without being directly involved in the interaction). For example, the role and place 
can be changed to classmates in a language classroom instead of a work setting. どうぞ (doozo) 
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‘very’ in Line 1-4 could be dropped to indicate that the formality level of the conversation is a 
little more casual in a school setting with a classmate as opposed to a teacher. The nonverbal 
behaviors associated with self-introductions (e.g., bowing) can become more relaxed if the 
audience is just other classmates as opposed to a boss at work. Incorporating these types of 
situations will help students better connect with what they have learned in the original situation. 
This is especially important for students who feel that practicing Japanese in business settings is 
not as useful because they are not planning on working for Japanese companies (though 
proficiency in formal Japanese is essential in building lasting relationships with Japanese speakers 
in professional settings).  

Variations and expansions can be more open-ended as well. Although Script (1) provides a 
useful template for students to use during self-introduction, it is possible that self-introductions 
will take a different path in real life. For example, what happens when someone calls the person 
by the wrong name in Line 1-1? Students should immediately recognize that the response in Line 
1-2 in the original script no longer works. Incorporating this kind of variation as a teacher can 
provide opportunities for learners to think outside the box of the original script as they need to 
think hard to come up with appropriate responses. This is one way to start an open-ended activity 
following a script rehearsal.  

The following points should be considered when planning and conducting more open-ended 
variations and expansions in which teachers elicit a variety of possible responses from students. 
First, teachers should make sure that students have learned a sufficient set of expressions and 
grammatical patterns to come up with linguistically and culturally appropriate responses. For 
instance, in response to being called a wrong name, students may need expressions such as いえ 
(ie) ‘no’ and ね (ne) ‘right,’ which are not introduced until ACT 2 Scene 1, so this type of variation 
cannot be conducted when students are doing the script rehearsal for ACT 1 Scene 10 for the first 
time. Second, teachers should encourage students to participate more by not grading them harshly 
for errors at the beginning of open-ended activities. This is because the expected performance is 
not clear for students at this point. Teachers can put down their score sheet and notes to show that 
they are not grading students’ performance. Ideally, teachers can be taking mental notes so they 
do not always have a score sheet out. This gets easier as teachers gain more experience. Meanwhile, 
error correction should still be provided when students make errors so as to provide guidance for 
students to perform appropriately. For instance, a student might respond by saying いいえ、○○さ

んじゃないです (Iie, ○○-san ja nai desu) ‘I’m not ○○-san.’ As a response, teachers should make 
it clear that the use of -san in reference to self is not appropriate and the use of the negative form 
(ja nai desu) sounds unnatural. These error corrections should not count against their daily grade 
at first, but once the expectation for appropriate student performance is modeled and established, 
then teachers can hold students accountable for appropriate performance. Finally, in preparation 
for conducting open-ended activities, it is important for teachers to plan out and do a mental dry 
run rehearsal for a set of possible scripts such as Script (2) below as part of their regular lesson 
plan. This is to make sure students can come up with appropriate scripts with what they have 
learned so far.  
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(4) Context for Script (2) (Variation of ACT 1 Scene 10) 

Roles Classmates 
Time Classmates introducing each other during class 
Place Japanese class 

Audience Other classmates 
Script  

2-1 S1:  モリスさん？ 
Morisu-san? 

 Ms. Morris 
 ‘Are you Ms. Morris?’  

2-2 S2:  あ、いえ、ブラウンです。 
A, ie Buraun desu. 

 Oh no Brown  COP  
 ‘Oh no, it’s Brown.’    

2-3 S1:  あ、すみません。ブラウンさんですね？スミスです。 
A Sumimasen Buraun-san desu ne? Sumisu  desu.  

 Oh sorry  Brown-san COP right? Smith  COP  
 ‘Oh, I’m sorry. You are Brown-san, right? I’m Smith.  

2-4 S2: スー・ブラウンです。どうぞよろしくお願いします。 
Suu Buraun desu. Doozo yoroshiku onegaishimasu. 

 Sue Brown  COP very good  please  
  ‘I’m Sue Brown. Pleased to meet you.’__________________________________  
 

However, while it is helpful for teachers to have an idea of how the scripts play out for open-
ended variations and expansions (i.e. preparing a set of possible scripts like Script (2) above), 
teachers should be open and flexible to modifying the scripts they prepared based on what students 
come up with in class. The process of co-constructing appropriate performance scripts can be 
motivating to students. Students often surprise their teachers with better ideas. Brainstorming and 
eliciting various possible responses from students at this stage can help them develop their ability 
to continue their conversation in an open-ended manner, which will be discussed in Section 3.6 
below.   

Variations and expansions are a core principle in PCA in that they help learners convert what 
they have learned in the original scripts into usable skills, so they should be thought through 
carefully during lesson planning. It would be a disservice to learners if variations and expansions 
are not incorporated into teaching. When evaluating students’ performance, students should not be 
evaluated harshly if the expectation and context are not clear for their performance. Teachers 
should give multiple chances for students to perform different versions of the script rehearsals to 
the extent possible so that they are not evaluated on a single performance. Finally, to brainstorm 
ideas for variations and expansions, it is important for teachers to incorporate the drills or building-
block activities found in the Activity Book, which will be discussed in the following section.  
 
 
3.5 Drills  
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One approach we have implemented to convert a structured drill activity into something more 
open-ended is to ask students to come up with their own ideas after giving them a template of 
interactions that make use of a target expression. For instance, Script 3 provides a template of 
interaction with the Potential form (underlined below) as the target expression. In the template, in 
Line 3-1 the first student talks about what they want to do. In response, in Line 3-2 the second 
student uses the Potential form to reassure the first student. Teachers can provide more examples 
and practice for students to use the Potential form by directing them to talk about other things 
listed in the visual aid (Figure 1). When conducting drills, the same sequence of classroom 
activities presented in Table 1 can be used.  
 
(5) Script (3) Context: Students discussing what they want to do (A sample template of 

interactions for practicing a Potential form) 

3-1  Student 1 ５時のバスに乗りたいんだけど、無理かな。 
Go-ji   no  basu   ni  noritai  n  da kedo,  muri  kana? 
5 o’clock    bus want to ride  but       impossible   

  ‘I want to ride the 5 o’clock bus, but I wonder if I can do that.’    
3-2 Student 2 大丈夫。乗れるよ。きっと。 

  Daijoobu. Noreru  yo.  Kitto.   
  It’s all right. can ride  Maybe. 

   ‘It’s all right. You can ride it, hopefully.’__________________________ 
 

Plans 

• Get on a bus by 5:00 pm 
• Go home by 6:00 pm 
• Finish writing a report by tomorrow 

… 
• Your own 

 
Figure 1. A sample visual aid for practicing potential forms 

 
After doing some practice with the plans listed in the visual aid, teachers can challenge students 

to come up with their own plans and goals to share. If needed, teachers can start this practice by 
sharing some of their personal plans and goals in Phase 1 before asking students to share their own 
goals in Phase 2.  
 
 
 
3.6 Open conversations 

Roles classmates 
Time after class 
Place outside of class 

Audience other classmates 
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     When students have some foundation in Japanese, teachers should provide opportunities for 
students to continue the conversation following the script rehearsals and drill activities (i.e. 
expansion, extended expansion). (6) below shows an example of a follow-up conversation that can 
stem out of the drill activity in (5).  

 
(6) Script (4) A sample of continued conversation after a structured drill conversation 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
4-1  Student 1 今度のレポート、A 取れるかな？ 
   Kondo  no repooto,  A toreru  kana? 
   Next time  report  A can get  I wonder 
   ‘I wonder if I can get an A on the next report.’ 
4-2 Student 2 取れるよ、きっと。何についてのレポート？ 
   Toreru  yo kitto. Nan ni tsuite no repooto? 
   Can get  maybe what  about  report? 
   ‘You can probably get it. What is the report about?’ 
4-3 Student 1 日本の料理 

   Nihon   no  ryoori. 
   Japanese  cuisine 
   ‘Japanese cuisine’ 
4-4 Student 2 へー、面白そう。どうしてそのトピックにしたの？ 
   hee,  omoshirosoo.  Dooshite  sono topikku      ni  
   shita  no? 
   Wow seems interesting how come that topic   
   decided. 
   ‘Wow, what sounds interesting. Why did you decide on that topic?’_____ 
 

Unlike the variation and expansion activities that use a set of scripts created mostly by the 
instructor, open conversations do not have clear expectations for the outcome of a prompt. In other 
words, teachers should not try to direct the discourse (Seedhouse 1996). Instead, teachers can play 
the role of fellow conversationalists in the situation to encourage students to do the same. Natural 
conversations can take place in the classroom when students and teachers talk about topics that are 
relevant to their personal lives and unique identities (Richards 2006). Script (4) exemplifies this 
type of natural conversation, given that Student 1 is actually writing a report about Japanese cuisine.  

As needed, teachers may need to play the role of a teacher to provide some guidance during 
open-ended conversation activities. Some students are afraid of leaving the comfort zone of relying 
on the set scripts in class. To help such learners, teachers can conduct a warm-up activity in which 
they brainstorm ideas with learners to provide possible ways to continue the conversation. Error 
corrections can and should still take place during open-ended activities to help them be accurate 
and culturally appropriate. However, as a way to encourage students to experiment with Japanese 
creatively without feeling afraid of losing points for not speaking Japanese accurately, instructors 
should inform students that making mistakes during open conversation activities does not count 
against their grades.  
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3.7 Oral interviews 
In oral interviews, open-ended tasks that required students to creatively combine the scripts they 
practiced in class were given. In preparation, students were told what kind of situations they were 
going to be in and what type of tasks they were going to do. For instance, as part of the first oral 
interview in 101, students were told to initiate and sustain a conversation with an office mate for 
two minutes by talking about something that is placed in the office. They were told beforehand 
that the office will have a set of familiar visual aids that were used in script rehearsals in class. 
This is so that each student can freely use any of the visual aids in their own way to have a coherent 
conversation. One of the criteria used to evaluate their performance was on their ability to use a 
variety of expressions they have learned, so that they do not resort to using only a limited number 
of expressions or questions and just repeating them. 

In later oral interviews, students were instructed to provide narrations about the characters in 
NihonGO NOW! Specifically, they were asked to create coherent stories about one or more 
characters they choose to talk about based on the events depicted in the scripts they have practiced 
in class. In doing so, students had to supply some information to make the narrations personal and 
interesting. For oral interviews towards the end of the textbook series, students were asked to lead 
a discussion and give a presentation on a topic of their choice. They were also asked to share 
relevant experience, plans, and goals for an interview for a job position in which they are 
personally interested in obtaining. These oral interviews were audio recorded to further evaluate 
their progress later. The recordings were also shared with students for them to listen to and reflect 
on their performance to come up with specific ways to improve their Japanese. Table 2 provides a 
list of situations and open-ended tasks used during oral interviews in each class. 
 

Table 2. Situations and open-ended tasks given to students for oral interviews 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Class   Situations Open-ended tasks 
 

101 
NihonGO 

NOW! 
 

Level 1 
Volume 1 

Meeting a new 
office mate 

• Initiate and sustain conversation by using some of the 
VAs provided such as food, writings in various 
languages, restaurant reviews, new smartphone, 
sporting equipment, personal things such as bags and 
umbrellas, and pictures of people etc.  

Meeting a new 
person in a 
Japanese 
conversation club 

• Introduce yourself and initiate a conversation by 
asking questions about hometown, major, classes, 
English learning, etc. 

 
102 

NihonGO 
NOW! 
Level 1 

Volume 2 

Discussing family • Using your family picture, talk about your family 
members such as how many people are in your 
family, age, occupation, personality, etc. Throw in an 
appropriate joke. 

Giving a narration 
about someone 
from NOW! 

• Break the silence by starting a conversation by asking 
a relevant question to make a segue to provide a 
narration about someone from NOW! 
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201 

NihonGO 
NOW! 
Level 2 

Volume 1 

Having a 
conversation while 
waiting for 
okonomiyaki to 
cook  

• Initiate a conversation by yawning to elicit some 
sympathetic comments such as お疲れ? (otsukare?) 
‘are you tired?’ Then make a segue to provide a 
narrative about one aspect of your busy college life 
(class, work, dating, etc.). 

• Provide a narrative about a mutual friend (a character 
from NOW!) 

 Discussing 
opinions 

• Introduce a new topic and questions to discuss and 
think about how others (i.e. your interviewer) would 
respond to your question so that you can restate it to 
show your understanding, state your opinion and a 
reason, a hypothesis and potential outcome,  
supporting evidence for your opinion by quoting a 
source, and share relevant personal experience or 
anecdote; wrap up the discussion. 

202 
NihonGO 

NOW! 
Level 2 

Volume 2 

Presentation • Give a short presentation on an open topic followed 
by a question and answer session  

 
Job interview 

 
• Write a resume in Japanese for a position you are 

interested in and participate in a job interview  
 
 
5. Discussion and implications 
Despite the efforts to incorporate more open-ended activities in PCA teaching at BYU, I still had 
a few students, such as the ones quoted in the introduction, who felt that too much emphasis was 
placed on script memorization. One potential reason is the rubric that is used to measure students’ 
performance in class. While the use of daily grading can motivate students to come to class 
prepared to perform the assigned script, students may not be willing to experiment with the 
language during open-ended activities if making errors could result in point deductions. Learning 
entails risks, but, as Chris Crawford, quoted in Deriving Operational Principles for the Design of 
Engaging Learning Experiences (Swan 2008:120), says, when risks are presented without 
recoverability, learners “will resort to conservative, careful, plodding strategies—which aren’t 
[engaging].” Since it is natural for language learners to experiment with the language and make 
errors in the process of language acquisition, specific guidance for daily grading should be 
provided for risk-taking during open-ended activities in class. For instance, independent grading 
rubrics could be used to evaluate different kinds of activities such as the following (Table 3). Note 
that whether the focus is on performance or participation, the rubric is not set up to deduct points 
for each mistake. It is to help learners reach the point where they can identify and correct their own 
errors.  
 

Table 3. Rubric for performance and participation 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 Performance Participation 
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Activities • Script rehearsals  
• Structured drill activities 

• Open-ended variation and 
expansion 

• Contextualized open conversation 
4.0 Solid preparation is evident and 

performance is fully coherent 
culturally; that is, students speak, write 
and respond in ways in which natives of 
Japanese culture expect people to 
speak, write, and respond. The 
performance presents no difficulty, 
discomfort, or misunderstanding for a 
native. Repair (restating, or correcting 
oneself) is self-managed. The 
performance reflects a sense of 
language as communication - an 
interpersonal exchange (not just 
parroting memorized material).  

Able to initiate and sustain a conversation 
by creatively combining the interactional 
templates practiced during script 
rehearsals and structured drill activities. 
Willing to experiment with the language 
without being afraid of making errors and 
learn from their own errors. Able to 
respond to other speakers’ utterances 
promptly. Can participate without relying 
on the first language.  

3.5 Good preparation with solid 
performance, such that there would be 
little to create difficulties, discomfort, 
or misunderstanding in interaction with 
a native speaker. However, some 
noticeable errors could hinder smooth 
interaction. Most repairs are self-
managed.  

Able to initiate a conversation but has a 
little difficulty combining the 
interactional templates to sustain a 
conversation. Able to respond to others 
and willing to experiment with the 
language for the most part, though a little 
afraid of making errors. Can participate 
without relying on the first language for 
the most part.  

3.0 Good preparation with good 
performance. A few aspects of the 
performance would create difficulties, 
discomfort, or misunderstanding in 
communication with a native speaker. 
Weakness or patterned error that would 
require occasional correction from 
another (instructor, classmate) is 
evident.  

Able to initiate a conversation by 
experimenting with the language but 
sometimes incomprehensible. Able to 
respond to others, but have a little trouble 
sustaining a conversation. Some reliance 
on the first language.    

2.5 Some preparation is evident and 
performance enables communication, 
but there are also several clear sources 
of difficulty, discomfort, or 
misunderstanding in communicating 
with a native speaker. Repair is largely 
a matter of correcting problems, and 
comes mostly from others.  

Tries to initiate a conversation, but has 
difficulty understanding others to sustain 
a conversation. Some utterances are 
incomprehensible. Somewhat hesitant 
about experimenting with the language 
and making errors. Heavy reliance on the 
first language.  
 

2.0 Minimal preparation. The performance 
presents definite obstacles to 
communication and would cause more 

Unable to initiate a conversation and have 
a difficult time understanding others to 
provide response. Hesitant about 
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than simple discomfort. Utterances 
would cause puzzlement that the native 
would be at a loss to resolve.  Repair 
requires multiple, often repeated, 
corrections and guidance from another 
(mostly the teacher).  

experimenting with the language and 
making errors. Most communication is 
done in the first language with a sporadic 
use of the target language. 

1.5 Barely any preparation. The 
performance would create considerable 
difficulties, discomfort, or 
misunderstanding in communicating 
with a native. Communication is 
achieved only with repeated correction 
and guidance from the teacher. The 
student is clearly not in control of the 
assigned material. 

Very limited participation. Afraid of 
experimenting with the language and 
making errors. Most communication is 
done in the first language with no effort to 
use the target language.  

1 Attended class, but did not participate 
or failed to perform with any viable 
degree of competence.  

No participation.  

0 Absent  Absent 
 
 Another potential reason for students to feel confined to the script memorization is a lack of 
training and resources for PCA teachers to create and conduct open-ended activities in class. Some 
teachers may feel it is difficult to come up with natural variations and expansions for certain scripts 
and drills that may seem too specific and unrelatable to students. Some teachers may not feel 
comfortable with the idea of students experimenting with the language. This is because it makes it 
more difficult for teachers to control the vocabulary and grammar expressions, so they may feel 
safer to stick with and confine their students to the original scripts and drills as presented in the 
textbook. As a remedy to these challenges, it is necessary to provide more training and resources 
for PCA teachers to create and conduct open-ended activities that are in line with the PCA teaching, 
so that they feel more comfortable to implement them.  
 
6. Summary 
This paper reviewed and shared ways to implement contextualized and culturally appropriate 
open-ended activities in class and in oral interviews. Variations, expansions, and open 
conversation play a core role in PCA teaching and language assessment, but PCA teachers may be 
reluctant to incorporate them without proper training to conduct open-ended activities and evaluate 
students’ performance for open-ended tasks. It is my hope that this paper serves as a springboard 
for PCA teachers to share more ideas for incorporating open-ended activities that can help learners 
internalize what they are learning through structured activities.  
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