Small Talk in English:
Starting and Keeping It Going

Why small talk matters:
work, travel, everyday life

What it is: short, low-stakes, friendly talk
that builds goodwill

Roadmap:
open a conversation, keep it going,
close politely

Your goal today:
start one chat and sustain it 2—-3 minutes

Fears we'll tackle:
freezing, one-word answers,
running out of words




Why Small Talk Feels Hard
(and Why It Isn't)

Small Talk in English: Starting and Keeping It Going

Why the first few minutes feel hard — and easier than you think

g‘ Blockers: fear of mistakes, translating - 20
Y in your head, waiting for the perfect

wu A seconds
@ moment L

The 20-second rule: most small talk
is short, light, and low-pressure —
not a debate

A0, Research: small talk can be taught;
V] structured practice boosts fluency,
' confidence, motivation

Simple topics and simple answers are fine:
weather, weekend, commute, food, work

) Reframe: the other person wants the chat
A 4 togo well too — warmth, not information




Safe Topics and Topics to Avoid

Safe Topics ' Topics to Avoid

e Safe bets: weather, ¢ Avoid: salary, politics,
weekend plans, food, religion, health details,
travel, films, shared events age, weight, appearance
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e FORD: Family (general), Occupation, Recreation, Dreams (future plans)

O Top rule: whatever the other person raised first is usually safe

@ Cultural note: UK weather openers are a near-ritual; US tone is more enthusiastic



Greetings Are Not Real Questions

9 "HOW are YOU?" and "You alright?" : "How are you?"
just mean hello

"Good, thanks.

Answer short and positive: You?"

"Good, thanks. You?"

@ Variants: &
"Not bad, thanks. How about you?"

Heavy personal details belong
with close friends, not hallway
greetings

* Quick win: master these three
answers for workplace exchanges



Openers That Work:
Starting a Conversation

Workplace: “How was your weekend?” /
“How long have you worked here?”

Social events: “What brings you here
today?” / “How do you know the host?”

Casual: “Lovely weather today, isn’t it?” /
“I love your jacket!”

Pattern: make a light comment,
then ask an easy question

Use the shared context: the event,
the place, the weather, the food




Low-Risk Openers for Every Setting -~

e At work:

“How's your week
going?”

& =

“It's quite the crowd 4 4
here, isn't it?" ‘
“Any good lunch

spots nearby?” “How do you know

each other?”

e At conferences:

“Did you catch the last
session? What did you
think?"”

Waiting or
commuting:

“| didn't think it would
be so busy today.”

Easy trick: asking for help ("Do you know where the coffee is?")
is a natural opener




Keeping It Going: The Question-Answer-Add Formula

/', O
How was Px \'/,
? . ;
yourweekend?  Question Answer Add Details
open it.
Yes, | went It was cold /
=) hikingwith =  butnice. -
a friend. How about you?

Yes/no answers close the door; details open it
Q-A-A: answer, then add one detail or ask back
"Yes, | went hiking with a friend. It was cold but nice. How about you?”

Aim for 10-15 second answers, not long speeches

One small detail changes everything — build this habit today




Follow-Up Questions and
Building Connection

Short follow-ups keep the ball moving: o0 ®
“Really?”, “How come?”, “What was that like?” - o

Invite more: “Tell me more about that.”,
“What happened after that?”

Show you are listening: repeat a key word —
“Hiking? Where did you go?”

Find common ground fast: “Me too!”
and “Me neither!”

People enjoy talking to someone
interested, not someone impressive




Useful Phrases for Natural Flow

Simple phrases to keep your conversation going. Sr il

phrases.
Big connections.

o Show interest: e Soft reactions:

“That sounds great.” / “Oh no.” / “That’s nice.” / “Wow.”
Really? How was that?”

i

Better

Conversations
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D o Buy time: '/ Clarify:

J “Hmm, let me think.” / “Sorry, could you say that

“That’s a good question.” again?” / “Do you mean...?”

e Avoid silence:

repeat the last words as a question, or ask “What about you?”
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Ending a Conversation Politely

1. Wrap-up signal 2. Polite exit Ilne 3. Warm goodbye

Wrap-up signals: "Anyway...", "Well, it was great talking to you."
Polite exits: "I should get back to work." / "l need to go, but let's catch up soon."

Closing lines: "Have a great weekend." / "See you around." / "Take care."

Leave warmly: smile, thank the person, never just disappear.

Why it matters: learners often skip closing formulas—give them the same attention
as greetings.

@
e Give a natural reason to leave: a meeting, a coffee refill, someone waiting.




Practice Lab: Open, Sustain, Close

Office kitchen Conference coffee break Neighbor by the elevator Friend’s party

S-0-0 900 9-0-0 00

Three pair rounds: open, keep it going for two minutes, close politely

o Role-play: office kitchen, conference coffee break, neighbor by the elevator, friend’s party
e Rotate roles so everyone starts and responds

Each round: use Q-A-A plus at least two toolkit phrases

~ -
Notice what changes when you only have 30 seconds to close




Feedback and Self-Assessment

Peer checklist: Did you ask a
follow-up? Add a detail?
Close politely?
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Self-reflection: What went well?
What is one thing to improve?

Reviewing your own conversations
boosts confidence and willingness
to speak

£ @2 Give constructive feedback:
@ name the behavior, not the person

Keep one note per round—too many
corrections create stress




Common Snags and Quick Fixes I~
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® Forget a word? ® Didn’'t understand? ® Hit a silence?
Describe it: “the thing "Sorry, could you say Return to weather,
you use for coffee.” that again?” is polite. weekend, food, travel.

- Small
Al strategies.
V) Smoother

conversations.
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® Sensitive topic?
Ask easier questions Step away lightly: "Anyway,
and share a little first. how about this weather?”



Your Small Talk Toolkit: Sﬁr
Key Takeaways |

£, Three steps:
.. °°*  opensimply, use Q-A-A plus one follow-up,
W close politely

Keep these phrases:
"How's it going?", "What about you?",
"Anyway, great talking to you."

Challenge:

try one small talk chat this week—at work,
a café, or in line

Practice places:
work, shops, cafés, community events,
language exchange groups

‘2 . Next step:
\ =4#  noteone attempt and bring it to the next
“amw  session
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PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/b3225fdc/public
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