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“Compelling Conversations is a great book 
to get my students to talk beyond the usual 
topics they find in ESL textbooks in Vietnam.  
The topics encourage students to think, 
discuss, and exchange ideas and their own 
personal interpretations of idioms, quotes 
and proverbs.  If you want to have your 
students talking and conversing, this book is a 
must-have!”
Leah Montano, ELD Program Coordinator
APU International School
Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam
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levels in the United States and Vietnam, and 
Compelling Conversations is one of my favorite 
resources. As a collection of interesting and 
thoughtful conversation starters, it never fails 
to help me engage students in meaningful 
conversational interaction. “
Nathan Crandall, Lecturer 
USC Language Academy 

“Compelling Conversations is an unexpected 
treasure. I have been teaching ESL in Vietnam 
for a few years, and this is the first textbook 
that is not Euro-centric. The perfect mix of 
east meets west, it provides lively, thought 
provoking topics with vocabulary and 
proverbs that my Vietnamese students can 
relate to and connect with.”
Emily Borden, English teacher/tutor 
Hanoi, Vietnam

“Compelling Conversations is the first book I 
turn to when teaching an advanced level ESL 
class.  It has become integral to my lesson 
planning as a way to foster meaningful 
conversations and improve my student’s 
vocabulary. The proverbs and quotes included 
with each lesson let every student think 
critically and I’ve heard some amazing 
insights coming from all types of students.”
David Robinson, English Teacher 
Los Angeles High School

REVIEWS FOR THE ORIGINAL BOOK:

“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 both authors’ 
considerable professional experience, and 
would be a notable addition to any English 
teacher’s bookshelf. “
Hall Houston 
English Teaching Professional magazine

“This outstanding resource allows teachers 
to confidently walk into an advanced ESL 
classroom with self-contained, engaging 
conversation lessons… I wish I had this book 
in my old adult/university classes. A great 
book for adult education teachers, university 
instructors, and private tutors!”
Eric Busch, Founder of ESLHQ.com

Chimayo Press

Eric H. Roth teaches international students the pleasures of writing and speaking English at the University of Southern 
California. For the last 20 years, he has taught English, academic writing, and speech to high school, adult, community college 
and university students. Roth has co-taught university writing courses in France and Spain, trained ESL and EFL teachers in 
communicative methods, and given many CATESOL presentations. He has also directed the APU International High School 
summer program in Vietnam.

Toni Aberson taught English to adult, university, and high school students for 35 years. She also supervised high school 
English teachers for 15 years, and believes that a lively classroom is the optimal learning environment. In 2011, Aberson authored 
another book for ESL students. Lively ESL Lessons: American Idioms and More  focuses on real life expressions and situations.

“Compelling Conversations topics are timely, 
meaningful, and presented in such a way as to 

stimulate immediate class participation.” 
MarC Yablonka, Author & ESL Teacher, LAUSD Adult Education
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Compelling Conversations is perfect for conversation 
clubs, private tutors, and conversation courses!

Visit us at www.CompellingConversations.com.
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B R I D G I N G  D I F F E R E N C E S
Harmony is often important, but sometimes we still find ourselves disagree-
ing with loved ones, close friends, and co-workers. Therefore, we have to find 
ways to resolve the conflict in a respectful way. Sometimes we just listen and 
postpone an awkward discussion. Sometimes we try to find agreement and 
focus on where we agree. And sometimes we need to identify and express our 
disagreement so we can solve problems together. 

The following phrases let you state your position clearly while keeping the 
conversation friendly. Read all phrases aloud.

Expressing agreement Expressing disagreement

That’s right.........................................Sorry, I disagree.

Absolutely........................................... I partially agree.

That’s true..........................................That doesn’t seem completely true. 

I believe that.......................................Sorry, I don’t share that belief. 

That’s a good idea..............................While that sounds good, it may not work. 

This explains A, B, and C....................What about X, Y, or Z?

That’s right on point...........................That seems a bit off point.

I concur.............................................Sorry, I can’t completely agree. 

I agree................................................ I don’t agree.

That’s valid. .......................................That’s invalid. 

I accept that....................................... I reject that. 

I support that..................................... I don’t support that idea.

That’s a good idea!.............................Here’s a better idea! 

I definitely agree................................. I’m not sure I agree.

You should agree with me..................We agree on some points. 

That sounds logical............................ Is that really logical?

It’s simple...........................................Or is it complicated?

E X P A N D I N G  V O C A B U L A R Y 
accept 	 acceptance	 agreement	 disagreement	 assume

assumption	 concur	 consequences	 solve	 solution

Accept verb: to say yes, to agree, to concur.

• Thuy accepted the invitation to dinner.

Chapter 15
What Do You Think?
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Acceptance noun: the act of agreeing, the act of receiving something offered.

Her acceptance of his marriage proposal made everyone smile. 

Agreement noun: the act of agreeing, a contract. 

• The agreement was fair so we signed it. 

Disagreement noun: the act of disagreeing, having different ideas and 
emotions.

• The disagreement seems silly now, but we were very upset at the time. 

Assume vertb: to accept without evidence, to believe without question.

• Let’s assume that all parents love children, and always want the best for them.

Assumption noun: the act of taking something for granted, an unquestioned 
idea.

• The assumption that “newer means better” can sometimes be wrong. 

Concur verb: to agree with, to support. 

Hong concurred with his co-workers that they were lucky to have good jobs. 

Consequences noun: the result or outcome of something.

Thich’s decision to move to Hanoi had many consequences. 

Solve verb: to find the answer, to work something out.

• Engineers solve problems by examining facts, considering alternatives, and 
making calculations. 

Solution noun: the act of solving problems, finding answers.

• The simplest solution is sometimes the best solution, but sometimes the 
simplest solution doesn’t really solve the problem. 

A S K I N G  Q U E S T I O N S
A. Select five vocabulary words in this chapter, and write a question for each 
word. Remember to start your question with a question word (Who, What, 
Where, When, Why, How, Is, Are, Do, Did, Does, etc). You also want to end 
each question with a question mark (?). Underline each vocabulary word.

Example: Is that assumption reasonable?

1........................................................................................................................

2........................................................................................................................

3........................................................................................................................

4........................................................................................................................

5. ......................................................................................................................

B. Take turns asking and answering questions with your partner or group 
members. 
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D I S C U S S I N G  P R O V E R B S
Do you agree or disagree with the following proverbs? Why? Discuss with your 
partner.

1. The best things in life are free. 
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

2. Children should be seen and not heard.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

3. Spare the rod and spoil the child.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

4. Money is the root of all evil.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

5. Honesty is the best policy. 
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

6. It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. 
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

7. Behind every successful man there’s a woman.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

8. The end justifies the means.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

9. Winning is everything.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

10. Better to be a live dog than a dead lion.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

11. Persistence pays.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

12. There is no good war and no bad peace.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

13. Your best friend is yourself.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

14. Never judge a movie by its preview.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

15. You can’t keep a good man down.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

16. A closed mouth catches no flies.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

17. The best defense is a good offense.  
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

18. Money makes the world go round. 
Agree  Disagree Why?.................................................................................

“Nobody minds having what is too 
good for them.”

—Jane Austen (1775-1821), English 
novelist
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M ake    N otes     and    A sk   Q uestions      
Choose a proverb from the previous section about which you and your conver-
sation partner disagree. Spend five minutes thinking of situations to support 
your point of view. Then discuss your opinions in a friendly, respectful way. Use 
some of the phrases at the beginning of this chapter to keep the conversation 
flowing. Write down the proverb that you will discuss.

S eeking       clarification          
Sometimes we need more information to better understand each other, and 
reach an agreement. Read each of these phrases aloud to your partner.

• Can you clarify that? 

• Can you explain your ideas more?

• So?

• What do you mean? 

• Can you rephrase that?

• Why do you say that?

• Can you give another example?

• Have you considered?

• What if the situation were a bit different?

• What if?

• How far would you go?

• Are you sure? Why are you so sure? 

• What’s your source for that bit of information? 

• How do you know?

• Can you imagine some alternatives?

• Is there another possibility? 

D I S C U S S I N G  P R O V E R B S  P A R T  I I
Consider each of the following common statements, attitudes, or proverbs. 
Which statement of agreement or disagreement best expresses your reaction? 

1. Seeing is believing.

2. Appearances are deceiving.

3. Beauty promises happiness.

4. Be good and you will be happy.

5. No pain, no gain.

6. No pain, no pain. 

7. The bigger, the better.

8. Less is more. 

9. The unexpected always happens.

10. The sun rises every morning. 

✪ on   your     own 

Learning to politely discuss and solve 

problems is a vital workplace skill. We 

should, for instance, always carefully listen 

to make sure we understand a problem 

before we express our opinion. Write five 

other guidelines that people can follow 

to have productive, positive conversations 

when they disagree about something. Be 

prepared to explain your answers. 

1.....................................................................

2.....................................................................

3.....................................................................

4.....................................................................

5.....................................................................
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11. You get what you pay for.

12. A penny saved is a penny earned. 

13. Two can live as cheaply as one.

14. Bad news travels fast.

15. Liars should have good memories.

16. Life is not a popularity contest.

17. Counting your money is how you keep score. 

18. You can’t take it with you.

19. Time heals all wounds.

20. Never forget; never forgive.

21. Don’t throw your pearls before swine.

22. A donkey prefers hay to gold.

23. Honesty is the best policy.

24. The early bird catches the worm.

25. Two heads are better than one.

A S K I N G  Q U E S T I O N S  W I T H  P R O V E R B S
We’ve studied proverbs throughout this book. Ask five questions using a 
proverb.  

Example: Do you agree that time heals all wounds?

1........................................................................................................................  

2........................................................................................................................   

3........................................................................................................................   

4........................................................................................................................   

5........................................................................................................................   

✪ R emember       …

• Make notes.

• Ask questions.

• Find solutions.
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D I S C U S S I N G  Q uotations       

Take turns reading these quotations out loud, and discuss them with your part-
ner. Do you agree with the quotation?  Disagree?  Why? Mark your answer.

1.	 “True love is like ghosts, which everybody talks about and few have seen.” 
—Francois Duc De La Rochefoucauld (1613-1680), French writer  

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

2.	 “Do not anticipate trouble or worry about what may never happen. Keep in 
the sunlight.” 
—Benjamin Franklin (1705-1790), American statesman/scientist 

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

3.	 “Nobody minds having what is too good for them.” 
—Jane Austen (1775-1821), English novelist  

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

4.	 “Nothing is so dangerous as an ignorant friend; a wise enemy is much 
better.” 
—Jean de La Fontaine (1621-1695), French poet  

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

5.	 “It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is 
invisible to the eye.” 
— Antoine de Saint-Exupery (1900 – 1944), French writer and pilot 

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

6.  	 “It was the best of times; it was the worst of times.” 
—Charles Dickens (1812-1870), English novelist 

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

7.	 “If two ride on a horse, one must ride behind.” 
—William Shakespeare (1564-1616), great English playwright  

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

8.	 “Experience is the name everyone gives their mistakes.” 
—Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), Irish playwright 

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

9.  “Always do the right thing.  This will gratify some and astonish the rest.” 
—Mark Twain (1835-1910), American writer 

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

10.	 “A problem is a chance for you to do your best.” 
—Duke Ellington (1890-1974), Jazz composer and band leader 

Agree  Disagree Why?..........................................................................

“In the middle of a difficulty lies 
opportunity.”

—Albert Einstein (1879 -1955), Time 
Magazine Man of the 20th Century

 



86     www.CompellingConversations.com

Reproducible for classroom use 
Problem-Solution Worksheet
The English proverb “two heads are better than one” is often true. Solving problems can often be difficult. Working 
with your partner, focus on a problem—at school, at work, or in the local city—and find a reasonable solution 
together. Please follow this classic problem-solution method widely used in engineering and the sciences to solve 
problems. Be ready to share your process and conclusions in a short presentation next class.

D efine      the    P roblem    

Background.......................................................................................................................................................................

Problem.............................................................................................................................................................................

Short-term effects...............................................................................................................................................................

Long-term effects................................................................................................................................................................

F ind    the    best     solution      

Possible solution................................................................................................................................................................

• Advantage........................................................................................................................................................................

• Disadvantage...................................................................................................................................................................

Possible solution................................................................................................................................................................

• Advantage........................................................................................................................................................................

• Disadvantage...................................................................................................................................................................

Possible solution................................................................................................................................................................

• Advantage........................................................................................................................................................................

• Disadvantage...................................................................................................................................................................

Possible solution................................................................................................................................................................

• Advantage........................................................................................................................................................................

• Disadvantage...................................................................................................................................................................

Best Solution......................................................................................................................................................................

Reasons: 

1.	 	....................................................................................................................................................................................

2.	 	....................................................................................................................................................................................

3.	 	....................................................................................................................................................................................
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..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

..........................................................................................................................

Chapter Notes
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