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Nice To Meet You

 This role-playing activity has two aims: first, to give 
students the ability to meet and courteously greet new 
people in English (hence the title), and then to make small 
talk and sustain a conversation; and second, to allow stu-
dents to put to use the mini-conversations they’ve studied 
in their Trialogs homework. It appears in our rank progression 
around the 3rd Rank; playing the game for approximately half 
a year fulfills a 2nd Rank requirement.

Preparation

 1. Trialog input
  Students who have completed the pink set of Trialogs are ready to take the 

Nice To Meet You challenge—and even more so are those who have made 
it into ‘yellow’ and beyond.

 • Other non-Trialoging candidates for this activity: returnee students of any 
age, as long as they are capable of basic conversation; junior and senior 
high school students; and adults. With them, you may conduct the follow-
ing activity minus anything Trialog-specific.

 2. The rule card
  This A5-size card, with Japanese on one side and equivalent English on the 

back, is to be used in the early weeks of the activity and serves three pur-
poses:

 a. To remind students of how to courteously introduce themselves, and to 
say and comprehend, “It’s nice to meet you (too).” Use the color-coding 
of individual words and phrases to spot-check comprehension, then prac-
tice the phrases in unison.

 b. To explain to students how they are to go about selecting topics on which 
to make small talk. More on this below.

 c. To teach or remind students of how to courteously end a conversation 
with someone new, and to say and comprehend, “It was nice to meet you 
(too).”

 3. Student-centered topic selection
  Do this for the first few weeks of the activity. Following the instructions on 

the Nice To Meet You rule card, spread on the table about ten to twenty of 
the Trialog cards that the kids have studied till now. Give them a minute 
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or two to work together to separate the cards into two piles: one for Trial-
ogs they might conceivably use when meeting someone new (“What’s your 
name?” or “Do you like—?” might work), and another for those they prob-
ably would not (“Sorry I’m late”, “What’s the date today?”, etc., as well as 
most ‘tag questions’, as these presume that the speakers know something 
about each other). We want the students to think through this process for 
themselves and arrive at their own conclusions, so apart from the most el-
liptical of guidance (“Are you sure you wouldn’t use this one? Maybe you 
should look at it again...”), refrain from butting in. The goal of this part of 
the exercise is to encourage critical thinking about what to say in the con-
versations they’re about to have. During the activity itself, the cards might 
be left out on the table for reference, or put away to avoid distraction—you 
decide.

The ‘Nice To Meet You’ Activity

 1. Select any two students (volunteers or ‘volunteered’) and have them stand 
and face each other, just as they would in a Trialogs check. Though they 
may be old friends in real life, in this role-play they are to pretend to meet 
for the first time.

 2. One of the student says, e.g., “Good afternoon. My name’s Eriko Tanabe.” 
The other replies, “It’s nice to meet you, Eriko. My name’s Riku Hayashi.” 
Eriko says, “Nice to meet you too, Riku.” Who speaks first is not to be de-
cided in advance. (You might award a bonus ‘initiative point’ to the first to 
speak.)

 3. From here, the conversation is free. Each student earns one point for ask-
ing a question, answering, making a comment, returning a question or oth-
erwise doing anything to keep the conversation afloat. Track points earned 
with clickers. The content of the conversation may be drawn from the Tria-
logs homework, but need not be limited to it—anything the kids can say is 
fair game.

 4. Most of the rules of a Trialogs check apply: students must face each other 
with good posture, maintain eye contact, smile, not use any Japanese, and 
not pause or hem and haw.

 5. One difference from a Trialogs check is that students’ turns do not imme-
diately end if they make a mistake. As long as the conversation does not 
flag, the teacher notes minor errors (you’ll want pen and paper handy for 
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this purpose) but does not cut in.

 6. You’ll also sometimes award double-points for a particularly detailed an-
swer or a heroic ‘save’—that is, an inventive or persevering exertion to 
keep a conversation from lulling. We want to do our utmost to encourage 
students to take the initiative.

 7. In classes that you think will benefit from the thrill of cutthroat competition, 
you may play the game with a mounting point challenge: the first question 
in a round is worth one point, but the second question, comment or answer 
is worth two; the next, three; and the next, four… and so on. The thrill lies 
in keeping a conversation going as long as they possibly can, the stakes 
rising steadily. But in classes with serious level gaps, this might result in 
crushing defeat for the weaker, so exercise this option with caution.

 8. When there is a gap in the conversation longer than a few seconds, or an 
English or other error so intolerable that you cannot let it pass, you call, 
“Time!” But the players are not yet finished. One needs to say, e.g., “Well, 
Eriko, it was nice to meet you. Goodbye.” The other should answer, e.g., 
“It was nice to meet you too, Riku. See you later.” (As with the initial greet-
ing, who speaks first is not decided; students have to figure it out on the 
spot—perhaps with a bonus ‘initiative point’ for the first to speak.)

 9. Do any needed follow-through (see below), then choose two new players 
and play another round. There is no need to team up conversation part-
ners; on a later effort, Riku and Eriko could just as well speak with other 
classmates as with each other.

Follow-Through

 1. “Good! Now, you made a few mistakes…”
  As we’ve seen, the teacher does not immediately correct any minor mis-

takes in grammar, word choice, pronunciation, intonation, etc. as they oc-
cur in the game. The goal is to allow students to struggle through the role-
play as realistically as possible, all in English and with no interruptions. 
The end of the activity, then, is the time for error correction. You’ll want 
something to write with, to note mistakes as they occur. If a student made 
the same mistake several times (mispronounced ‘L’ sounds or missing a’s 
and the’s, etc.), it is beneficial to point out the pattern of error.

 2. “Good! Now, here’s something else you might have said.”
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  The end of the activity is also a good place to suggest further communica-
tive avenues for next time. As a rule, suggest at least one thing that each 
student could have asked/said at some point, but didn’t. “Riku said he likes 
J-pop, so why not ask, ‘Who’s your favorite idol?’ And then be sure to tell 
him your own!” etc.

 3. Transitions and gap-fillers
  At some point before, during or after the activity, you might give tips for 

making transitions (when and how to use language like, “Actually…”, “On 
the other hand…”, “By the way…”, etc.) and filling gaps (“Well…”, “So, any-
way…”, “Umm…”). “Ano-o-o…”, “E-e-e-to…”, sucked-in breaths and mute 
staring at the floor communicate nothing to English-speaking conversation 
partners.

Notes

 • Use the color-coding of words on the Nice To Meet You rule card much as 
you do the Speed Roll cards and other similar materials. Showing the Japa-
nese side, first ask, e.g., “What color is ‘It’s nice to meet you too’?” The Jap-
anese equivalent of this phrase is highlighted in green, so student compete 
to be first to call out, “Green!” At a later stage, play the game in reverse: give 
a color and have students compete to call out the corresponding English.

 • The color-coded “Getting Started” and “Finishing” sections on the card have 
some expressions inside brackets. Our intent here is not to tell students, 
“Here’s what you say” via direct translation, but rather, “Here’s what you 
do”. For example, the Japanese word in pink (あいさつ) translates as “greet-
ing”—kids are to read this and think for themselves of how they might greet 
someone in English. (This is as opposed to, say, showing kids こんにちは1 
and having them translate it directly as “Hello.”)

 • As the fine print on the rule card notes, we generally say, “It’s nice to meet 
you” or something similar after, not before, we’ve learned someone’s name. 
This norm may not always apply in Japanese culture, so we’ll need to teach 
it, and insist upon it, here.

 • Likewise, the proper pleasantry at the end of such a conversation is, “It was 
nice to meet you” (not ‘is’). Point this difference out to the kids.

 ° You might also mention that “It’s nice to see you” is not appropriate for a first 
meeting, and that “It’s nice to meet you” won’t work for a second meeting, 

1 konnichiwa = ‘hello’
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except perhaps with “again” attached (though even this is frowned upon 
by some).

 • If you elect to require students to shake hands at the start of each role-play, 
teach proper handshake etiquette: the timing of when to offer one’s hand, 
how firmly to grip, and about how long shake hands before releasing (they’ll 
otherwise tend to maintain contact for too long). No ‘dead fish’ or Romeo-
and-Juliet handholding allowed.

 • Students at the lowest levels might simply fire off one unrelated question 
after another; we allow this for a while, to let them build comfort and confi-
dence. But before long we introduce to them the idea of conversational flow: 
that it doesn’t make sense, for example, to go up to a stranger and ask, “Can 
you swim?” out of the blue—but that you might ask this question if you’ve 
first asked, “Do you play any sports?” or “What sports do you like?”, etc. 
Sports having been established as the current topic, a question about swim-
ming could then be natural.

 • Though we’ve written above that most tag questions won’t be appropriate 
for a first meeting, they can in fact be used in an interesting variation to the 
activity: “Kids, let’s say it’s your first meeting but you have a mutual friend.” 
Kids can add things like “You know Koharu, don’t you?” or “I heard about you 
from Takuya. You play tennis, don’t you?” to the standard opening. It strains 
the bounds of ‘naturalness’ to use this pattern over and over again, but it 
can be a good way to start a conversation.

 Use this activity to increase your students’ proficiency with the Trialog 
exchanges, build their confidence in their spoken English, and prepare them 
both psychologically and practically to negotiate real-life encounters with new 
English speakers the world over. Good luck!


