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Dedicated to Marianne Ichinomiya
(1932–2012)

Born in Germany, Marianne moved to the United States in 1967 and married Shigemitsu 

Ichinomiya the next year. Marianne learned English by simply circling words she didn’t know in 
newspapers, books, or magazines. She would then look words up in a hardback American 

Heritage dictionary. Through English, Marianne created new possibilities for herself. Her life 
and decisions taught her that you could achieve almost anything with determination, focus, and 

hard work. A lover of  travel and cultures, Marianne found that English provided a bridge to 

many new ideas, different opinions, and new friendships across the globe. 

Dedicated to David Russell Hammer
(1925–2015)

He ran a long, strong race and found strength in literature and love. 

And to the resilient people of  Japan who have created a distinctive, evolving culture.

We build too many walls and not enough bridges. 
—Isaac Newton (1643–1727), English physicist, mathematician, and scientist





B e c o m i n g  a  B e t t e r  C o n v e r s a t i o n a l i s t  i n  E n g l i s h 

There is a saying in English that someone is a “good conversationalist.” This phrase 
can have many meanings; the phrase may suggest that someone is quite interesting to 
talk to, has a number of fascinating stories, or loves to engage in a spirited debate. 
However, on a basic level, being a good conversationalist means that one listens and 
responds to a conversational partner and keeps the discussion going in a thoughtful 
manner. 

In this sense, a conversation is like a friendly game of volleyball; one needs to keep 
the ball in the air and the game in action. In a conversation, keeping the game going 
requires paying attention to the way the conversation is directed toward you and then 
passing the conversation thoughtfully back to a partner. 

Compelling Conversations – Japan covers a wide variety of topics. This book allows 
you to practice keeping a conversation flowing in many directions. It touches on 
current events, such as the upcoming Tokyo 2020 Olympics, as well as traditions and 
everyday aspects of life in Japan and abroad. Through these discussions, it offers 
opportunities for speakers to engage with each other in various “settings,” thus 
enabling learners to master the skills needed in conversations outside the classroom. 

There are, of course, differences in conversational styles among languages and 
cultures. A common image of English speakers, and in particular Americans, is that 
they desire to fill up any silence with talk; that is, they talk a lot! This idea is not 
always correct, but it is true that English speakers in general are less comfortable with 
longer silence in conversations. A prolonged pause when speaking with others is often 
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referred to as an “awkward silence,” and as a matter of politeness we try to avoid 
these longer gaps in conversations. That is not to say one must keep speaking all the 
time; we all have said at one time or another, “that guy just never stops talking!” 
Compelling Conversations – Japan builds fluency by allowing learners to practice the art 
and rhythm of  English language conversation.

Japan is home to some of the world’s most famous historical landmarks and 
respected international companies. It also hosts, or has hosted, events ranging from 
Fuji Rock and the Tokyo International Film Festival to the 2006 World Cup games. 
These settings are among the many in Japan that provide opportunities of inter-
cultural communication. Have you recently used English in such cultural gatherings? 
Why? 

On a broader level, the authors believe in the truth of Wittgenstein’s observation 
that “The limits of my language are the limits of my world.” For most, learning a 
second language is not easy; I can attest to the difficulties of learning to converse in 
Japanese. However, speaking another language opens many wonderful doors, on both 
the personal and professional level. Compelling Conversations – Japan will help you open 
these doors in English, and I wish you the best in exploring what lies beyond them.

Richard Jones lived and worked in Japan for ten years. He has an M.Ed. in TESOL (Teaching English to 
Speakers of Other Languages) from Temple University, Japan, and an M.A. in East Asian Studies with a 
concentration on Japanese Literature and Culture from UCLA. 
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Dear English Student: 

Speaking English clearly and creating good conversations in English can open many 
new doors for you in Japan, across Asia, and around the world. 

Do you want to make new international friends? Do you want to talk about movies, 
restaurants, and memories with native English speakers? Do you want a better job in 
Japan? Or do you plan to succeed in an American college and need to participate more 
in class discussions? Have you considered traveling and using English as an inter-
national language? Have you wondered about living in Australia, England, or the 
United States?

This American English conversation textbook for Japanese English language learners 
will help you become more fluent in English. It will also help you become more 
confident speaking English and become who you want to be in English. 

These activities will help you to:

✦  Ask clear, simple questions in English

✦  Listen to each other in English 

✦  Respond to questions in English

✦  Understand other English speakers better

✦  Become more comfortable speaking English

✦  Use common conversation starters in English

✦  Learn how to continue conversations on many topics

✦  Discover and use new English vocabulary words 

✦  Memorize some American sayings 

✦  Recall some Japanese proverbs in English

✦  Discuss ideas by studying classical and modern quotations in English

✦  Express your opinions and support your statements in English 

✦  Find and share Internet resources about modern life in English

✦  Speak English with greater confidence in Japan and abroad 

✦  Learn more about your Japanese classmates and yourself  in English

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .I N T R O D U C T I O N
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You may have heard the phrase, “Practice makes perfect.” We prefer the more 
practical observation, “Practice makes progress.” Our goal is for you to make signi-
ficant, meaningful, and verifiable progress in every chapter.

You will learn by doing and creating real, meaningful conversations in English.

Let’s begin!
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. . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                           . . . . . . . . . . . . .A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

“You have a book for Vietnam. Why don’t you have one for 

Japan?” 
This book comes from that simple question four years ago. 

Many friends, colleagues, and ELT professionals have helped 

bring this project to life. We wrote, we researched, we edited, and
we field tested. Then we wrote some more and edited far more. 

It’s been a creative collaboration among dedicated English teachers.
We’ve had many fine discussions and many delicious meals

creating this book. Dozens of people have shared their time and 

thoughts. We would like to give a small hat tip to the excep-
tionally generous and often insightful friends and savvy profes-

sionals listed to the left. 
Some English teachers offered advice, others recommended 

resources, and many readers gave detailed notes improving the 

ESL textbook. Some simply encouraged us to continue and 
shared positive experiences with previous versions of Compelling 
Conversations. We benefited—in tangible and invisible ways—from 

every email exchange and illuminating discussion. Thank you.

We hope this book meets and exceeds your expectations. If 
this conversation book realizes its goals of helping more Japanese

English language learners become more fluent in our strange 
native tongue, it will be partly because of your contribution. 

Your insights helped, and we remain grateful. 

We listened and learned to the best of our abilities and 
resources. We have done our best, and we feel satisfied. Mistakes 

and missteps, however, may remain. If so, we take full respons-
ibility. Thank you for your time, energy, and help. 

Eric H. Roth, Shiggy Ichinomiya, and Brent Warner
Co-authors 

August, 2015

Stacey Aaronson
Toni Aberson
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It is gratefulness that makes the soul great.

—ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL (1907–1972)

American rabbi and Jewish philosopher



A U T H O R  P R O F I L E S

ER I C H. RO T H teaches international graduate students the 
pleasures and perils of academic writing and public speaking in 

English at the University of Southern California (USC). He also 
advises the ALI Conversation Group program and co-authors the 

Compelling Conversations textbook series. Roth has taught English 

and writing courses for over 20 years. 

Awarded a full scholarship as a Lilly Scholar, Roth studied 
philosophy and American history at Wabash College (1980–1984) 

and received his M.A. in Media Studies from the New School 
(1988). A former journalist and Congressional aide in New York 

City, Roth has taught English to high school, community college, adult, and university 

students since moving to Los Angeles in 1990. Highlights of his teaching career include: 
teaching the first Saturday morning citizenship class in Santa Monica (1994); directing the 

CES Adult Education Center (1995–1998); working with international students in summer 
IEP programs at UCLA Extension (1997–2000, 2003–2005); teaching USC engineering 

students in Madrid, Spain (2007) and Paris, France (2008); directing the APU International 

High School in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam (2009); winning two USC Teaching with 
Technology grants (2012); and being promoted to master lecturer at USC (2013).

Roth co-authored Compelling Conversations: Questions and Quotations on Timeless Topics in 

2006 to help English language learners increase their English fluency. Recommended by English 
Teaching Professional magazine, the advanced fluency-focused textbook has been used in over 

50 countries in English classrooms and conversation clubs. Easy English Times, an adult literacy

newspaper, has also published a conversation activities column by Roth since 2008. 

After directing an elite private high school summer program in Vietnam in 2009, Roth co-
authored the first country-specific version of the Compelling Conversations series for Vietnam in 

2011. He wrote Compelling American Conversations: Questions and Quotations for Intermediate American 
English Language Learners the following year for American immigrants and international college

students. An active member of California Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages

(CATESOL) and the international professional organization Teachers of English to Speakers 
of Other Languages (TESOL), Roth has given many presentations at local, state, and inter-

national conferences. Roth hopes to work with other experienced English teachers and 
material writers to provide additional Compelling Conversations titles for specific countries. 

Compelling Conversations – Japan is his fourth book for Chimayo Press.



SHIGGY ICHINOMIYA is a professional photographer, recreational 

triathlete, and English materials writer. Born in Kobe, Japan, to a Japanese

father and German mother and raised primarily in London, England, 
Ichinomiya graduated with an English literature degree from Boston 

University in 1991.
Ichinomiya moved to Japan and learned Japanese as a second 

language. This achievement helped him better serve students during his 

ten years of teaching English in Kobe, Osaka, and Nagoya. Eventually, 
he mastered over 1,945 kanji characters to read a newspaper and became 

fluent in Japanese. During his diverse English teaching career, he worked 
as an English language immersion teacher for the Hyogo Prefectural Government, the YMCA 

and YWCA, Shoei Women’s College, Shinwa High School, Kawasaki Heavy Industries, and 

Proctor and Gamble. He also privately tutored a wide range of students, from children, 
teenagers, and housewives to doctors, business executives, and city officials. Realizing a 

personal dream, Ichinomiya also appeared regularly on the Japanese afternoon variety TV 
show Wide ABCDE~SU from 2000–2001. 

Returning to the United States in 2001, Ichinomiya became a professional photographer/

videographer. He also created the GoShiggyGo.com website in 2012. Ichinomiya has completed
two Ironman triathlons (2010, 2013). A member of CATESOL and TESOL, he is the co-author 

of Compelling Conversations – Japan. He lives in Los Angeles, regularly runs, and loves his pit 

bull Cali-Blu. GoSpeakGo.com is his latest website creation.

BRENT WARNER has recently joined USC (his alma mater)—where he 

received his Masters in Teaching English as a Second or Other 
Language—as a full-time faculty member. His passion for ESL/EFL 

started when Warner took his first Japanese course in college and 

learned the importance of a good language teacher. Warner received a 
scholarship to study at Gunma University and ended up living in Japan 

on and off for 12 years. The majority of his time was spent teaching at 

the college/university or business levels. Warner began to incorporate 
technology into his lessons, finding that he could make the lessons 

more engaging and stronger for everyone involved.

This passion for blending education and technology led Warner to found www.EdTech.tv
—a website that works as a teacher training tool for educators who want to implement 

technology into their own classes. His weekly podcast has won critical acclaim and a niche 
audience of serious educators. Warner also worked as the Academic Manager of Kaplan Inter-

national, where he contributed to the center’s status as the #1 ranked Kaplan International 

worldwide. His responsibilities included supervising English teachers and monitoring college 
preparation courses. He currently volunteers for CATESOL Orange County often leads 

CATESOL workshops. Warner is the author of  the EFL ebook, How to Pass the TOEFLibt Test 
(2012) and co-author of  Compelling Conversations – Japan.



E D I T O R S

After 35 years of teaching English and supervising English teachers, 
TONI ABERSON (M.A. English; M.A. Psychology and Religion) 

believes that a lively classroom is the optimal learning environment. 
“If people are thinking, sharing, and laughing, then they’re learning,”

notes Aberson. “The mere fact that those adults are in an English 

classroom attests to their courage and their determination to learn. 
Adult English students bring a wealth of interesting experiences with 

them,” continues Aberson. “They bring the world into the classroom. 
The challenge for English teachers is to put students at ease and 

encourage them to practice English. What better way than to ask 

students about their lives? I love teaching English.” 
After retiring and moving close to the beach, Aberson has started a second career as an 

ESL/EFL author and editor. She is the co-author of Compelling Conversations: Questions and 
Quotations on Timeless Topics (2006), Compelling American Conversations: Questions and Quotations 
for Intermediate American English Language Learners (2012), and It’s A Breeze: 42 Lively English 
Lessons on American Idioms (2012). 

LAURIE A. SELIK is a nonprofit professional with experience providing 
strategic leadership, creating fundraising plans, writing award-winning

grants, and developing authentic relationships with donors. She is 
currently manager of foundation and corporate giving at The 

Colburn School in Los Angeles, where she implements and directs 

the school’s institutional giving strategies. Selik worked for ten years 
in public radio, reinvigorating foundation support for American 

Public Media’s Marketplace, public radio’s business program, and 

launched Weekend America, where she was managing producer. Selik 
continues to consult in public radio and manages foundation support for Localore produced by 

AIRmedia, and often lends her nonprofit management skills to nonprofit boards.

Selik is also the co-publisher at Chimayo Press. She holds a master of professional writing 

degree from the University of Southern California and a bachelor of arts degree in communi-
cations from Michigan State University. Selik is currently writing Compelling Conversations for 
Fundraisers: Talk Your Way to Success with Donors and Funders (2016). 



C O N T R I B U T O R 

R ICHARD JONES is the founder of TextEdit USA, which provides editing and proofreading 

services for international scholars publishing in English. He also teaches academic writing 
courses at Cal State Fullerton and the University of Southern California. Richard lived in 

Japan from 1998–2008 where he worked as an editor and English teacher. He has an M.Ed. in 

TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) from Temple University, Japan, 
and an M.A. in East Asian Studies with a concentration on Japanese Literature and Culture 

from UCLA. Richard has also played music with bands in both the U.S. and Japan and spends 
his free time cooking, writing, and tending to his cats.



“In my own teaching, I have found questions and quotations to be highly 
effective in promoting student discussion. Questions are useful in that 
they require a response from the listener. Asking them also helps students 
master the tricky rules of the interrogative. Quotations are brilliant flashes 
of wit expressed in the shortest space possible, often just a sentence or 
two. The authors have compiled a formidable collection of quotations by 
famous people. The authors also add some wise proverbs here and there. 
My two favourites were ‘Recite patience three times and it will spare you a 
murder’ and ‘When money talks, truth keeps silent,’ which are from 
Korea and Russia. In sum, Compelling Conversations is a recommended 
resource for teachers who want to make their conversation classes more 

learner-centered. It should be especially appealing to those who wish to escape the confines of the 
Presentation-Practice-Production approach and do without a formal grammatical or functional 
syllabus. It reflects the authors’ considerable professional experience, and would be a notable 
addition to any English teacher’s bookshelf.” 

—Hall Houston 
 English Teaching Professional magazine (January 2009) 

“How can so much learning be in just one book? Compelling American 
Conversations is all that an ESL teacher or student needs to use in their 
course. With clear, easy-to-follow directions, students learn necessary 
details about American English and culture, practice critical thinking, and 
expand vocabulary and idioms as they converse in real, natural adult 
English. Included in the “Search and Share” component are marvelous 
lessons on using the Internet. An extra bonus is that any of the conver-
sations, quotes, etc. can be used as writing prompts. The book is fun and 
stimulating and, fortunately, very accessible for the intermediate learner.”

—Planaria Price
Author, Life in the USA and Realistically Speaking

“Often it is the duty of the ESL speaking and listening teacher to tailor 
the text to their class culture and demographics; therefore, it is a novel 
idea to produce a textbook for speaking skills of a particular English 
language learner ... Roth and Aberson have employed such an approach 
for Vietnamese ELLs in Compelling Conversations: Questions  and Quotations 
for Advanced Vietnamese English  Language Learners ... [It] is a text that en-
courages multiculturalism, is flexible enough to use for all ages of 
advanced English learners, and gives a personally relevant, tailored 
experience for students to formulate their opinions in anticipation of 
present and future communications with English speakers ...”

—Sarah Elizabeth Snyder, Northern Arizona University
Teaching English as a Second Language – Electronic Journal, September 2012

Critical Praise for the Compelling Conversations Series



A B O U T  C H I M A Y O  P R E S S

Sophisticated English for Global Souls

CHIMAYO PRESS is an independent educational publishing company committed to 
publishing niche books that create compelling conversations, deepen relationships, 
and celebrate the human spirit. We launched in 2005 with one advanced level English 
as a Second Language (ESL) title—Compelling Conversations: Questions and Quotations on 
Timeless Topics—from authors Eric H. Roth and Toni Aberson. This fluency-focused 
textbook has blossomed into a series that meets the varying needs of English language 
learners and their teachers in over 50 countries. It has also become the foundation for 
an expanding number of  ESL and EFL (English as a Foreign Language) titles. 

As a small publisher, we are grateful for each purchase of our books. We have a 
growing list of both nonfiction and fiction titles—our authors include working English 
teachers, radio professionals, and screenwriters, and each book reflects the passion 
and perspectives of the authors. Visit www.ChimayoPress.com to see our growing 
catalog. English language teachers, tutors, and students are also invited to visit 
www.compellingconversations.com for more conversation materials, audio downloads, 
and teacher tips.

Chimayo Press is named for our amazingly communicative, talented, and loving 
first border collie. We met Chimayo soon after a visit to the inspirational New Mexico 
town on a cross-country trip from Chicago to Los Angeles. That’s Chimayo’s image in 
our logo.

Would you like to review this book? We’d love to receive your feedback and start 
another new conversation! 


