PSeEnGLISH

A RS- Real English for Real Life

Small Talk

From textbook English to
real conversation

A guide to natural, confident English for

the workplace and everyday life.

Real English for Real Life.




INTRODUCTION

Why we're doing this

Small talk helps build friendly relationships at work — it's not about deep conversation but
about connection and putting people at ease. Many textbooks teach phrases that are
grammatically correct, but native speakers use them differently in real life. This explainer

shows both versions: what the textbook says and how people really talk.

a We focus here, in this first instalment, on small talk with colleagues, clients and
friends — basically people you know or see regularly. Small talk with strangers (for
example, at conferences or in queues) involves different topics and levels of

openness. That will be covered in another guide.



SECTION 1

Conversations

Here are two scenarios and their associated conversations.

e Scenario 1 is two colleagues who arrive for their 3-day conference.

e Scenario 2 could be anywhere, but is two friends chatting while ordering coffee.
Each has two versions: the textbook-like version (navy) and the real conversation (sky blue).

Textbook version Real version

Adequate but lacks warmth — a little wooden Injects the missing elements: warmth and

and short on natural spontaneity. naturalness through a spontaneous flow.



P4 &=_ Scenario 1 — At the conference

TextBook Classic textbook-like conversation

DIALOGUE COMMENTARY — NATURALNESS, TONE, USAGE
o Did you have a good journey e "How about you?" — polite and safe but formulaic
here? if repeated; more natural options rephrase the

question, e.g. "How was your journey?", "Did you
Yes, actually. The train was on

time. How about you?

get here without any problems?"

e "That must have been stressfull" — feels
Not too bad, thanks. The train exaggerated for a mildly crowded train; this
was a bit crowded, though. phrase fits genuine stress ("My flight was cancelled

and | slept in the airport").
Oh, that must have been

stressfull ¢ "must have been" is nice high-level grammar, but

use it in the right context.
A little bit. Anyway, it's good to

e "I think that's a good idea." — perfectly polite in
be here now. Shall we go up to
office or hierarchical settings; too formal for

the lecture theatre? o
casual agreement ("Sounds good" is lighter).

Yes, that's a good idea. e "Ok. Let's go." — functional but a bit flat; try "Shall

o Ok. Let's go. we?" or "Come on then". That said, it's fine when a
group has already decided to leave ("Ok, let's go

for lunch").

e Note the full sentences. They're fine, but we don't

need to use them all the time.



REAL

DIALOGUE

o Was your journey alright getting

here?

Yeah, surprisingly — for once,
the train was actually on time!

Lucky you. Mine was delayed —

just made it in time.

Well, you're here. You wouldn't

want to miss anything!

Wouldn't want to miss this for

the world. Anyway, shall we head

up?

. Let's do this!

COMMENTARY — NATURALNESS, TONE, USAGE

This exchange feels authentic because speakers:

Sometimes experiment with casual framing ("Was
your journey alright getting here?") instead of a set

formula ("Did you have a good journey?").

Add personal tone and humour ("for once",

"Lucky you").

Light humour — "Wouldn't want to miss this for
the world" acknowledging that the event might not
be thrilling, but spoken with a hint of irony. See
also Section 2 — Bridging the Gap.

Personal pronouns dropped (e.g. "I").

So-called 'sophisticated' English — a mixture of
very short utterances and longer, richer
expressions. Sophisticated doesn't automatically

mean long, complicated English.



P4 &~_ Scenario 2 — Coffee talk

TEXTBOOK

DIALOGUE

® 0 00

What's your favourite coffee

order?
[ usually get a flat white.
| usually choose an americano.

| seel Have you seen anything

good on Netflix lately?

Yes, actually. | just finished a new

documentary series.

Really? That sounds interesting!

What was it about?

It was about travelling around

Italy.
Oh, really! | want to go.

| know what you mean. I'd like to

visit Italy one day.

Classic textbook conversation

COMMENTARY — NATURALNESS, TONE, USAGE

Firstly, this conversation has some good features. For
nearly each turn, Person B makes a short reply and
then follows up with a comment or a question. This is

a great basic strategy to remember.

short reply + comment / question

"What's your favourite ...?" — fine in ice-breaking
team-building games, but a fraction childlike for
casual colleague talk as a conversation starter;
better: "What are you getting?" or "What do you

usually go for?"

e "I see!l" — overused by learners as filler; can sound
formal or detached. Natural alternatives include

"Uh-huh", "Oh yeah?" or a nod.

¢ '"That sounds interesting!" — too early here; the
listener hasn't heard enough to judge. Use after

more detail has been shared.

¢ "l know what you mean." — implies a shared
feeling of something with more substance, or that
you acknowledge someone is making a more
considered, valid point. More natural here: "Same

here" or "I'd love to go too".



REAL

DIALOGUE COMMENTARY — NATURALNESS, TONE, USAGE

° What are you getting? A natural, fast-flowing conversation. This one

contains advanced-level vocab. See also Section 2 —
Flat white, as always. You?

Bridging the Gap.
o Cappuccino today. Can't e Openers link to the moment ("What are you
function without it. getting?") — a question rooted in the shared

situation, not a memorised ice-breaker.

[laughs] Same here — except
Mondays, | need something e Responses contain mini-jokes and personal

stronger. touches (“"Can't function without it") — light, self-

deprecating remarks create warmth without

° [laughs]Don't we all. By the way, needing new vocabulary.

that reminds me: you're a Netflix
. e Topic change is signposted ("By the way", "that
fan, right? Have you seen that ) . . )
) reminds me") — signals a shift naturally, showing
recent series on ltaly? ) ) _
conversational control. Yes, there is redundancy in

The travel one? Yeah, | caught a using both expressions together, but that's natural
few episodes. Makes me want to conversation English.
go there just for the coffee. e Use of statements turned into questions, as fresh

° TotallyyAlthoughlllm s Uiltylof conversation starters ("you're a Netflix fan, right?").

what they frowned on: ordering a e Humour and shared cultural references build
milky coffee after dinner! rapport ("We're such philistines") — showing
cultural literacy, using humour to connect rather
[smiles]| know, right?! We're than to impress.

such philistines aren't we?! We

Lo e Natural closure ("Anyway, we should probably get
should be drinking the short

] back") rounds off the conversation gracefully —
black stuff at this hour.

softening the exit and avoiding abruptness.
@ on well. I hold my hands up, |

confess! Anyway, we should

e Overlap and rhythm: short turns ("You?", "Totally.")
and laughter markers simulate natural timing and
probably get back — see you mutual enjoyment.

back in the meeting.
e Pronoun omission and contractions ("Don't we all")

I'll be there in a sec. keep it light.



SECTION 2

Bridging the gap

The real conversation examples in this guide use expressions that go beyond standard
textbook English. Lines like "Can't function without coffee," "l hold my hands up — | confess,"
or "Wouldn't want to miss this for the world" show how fluent speakers play with tone,

humour, and understatement.

For intermediate learners, this can look intimidating — but it doesn't have to be. The key
idea is that you can sound natural and genuine even with simpler language. What matters

most is not how advanced your words are, but how naturally you use them.

1. Keep the meaning, simplify the words

Instead of focusing on idioms or difficult chunks, think about the message and express it in

your own words.

ADVANCED SIMPLER BUT NATURAL

“Can't function without coffee." "I need coffee to wake up."

"l hold my hands up — | confess." "I admit it — | drink a cappuccino after dinner. The

[talians will hate me."

"Wouldn't want to miss this for the "It's going to be a great seminar." (flat tone = irony)

world."

2. Focus on tone and delivery

In English, how you say something often matters more than what you say. For example,
saying "It's going to be a great seminar" with a flat, slightly falling tone signals gentle irony
— a subtle way to show humour. The same words with a warm, rising tone sound sincere

and enthusiastic.

3. Be human, not perfect

Real small talk is full of laughter, small confessions, and shared understanding. You don't
need advanced idioms to show this. Even simple sentences like these sound completely

authentic if your rhythm and timing feel relaxed:



"Me too — I always need my morning coffee.” "I shouldn't, but I do." "Same here."

4. Build gradually

Treat advanced phrases as listening goals, not immediate speaking targets. First, understand
what they mean and when they're used. Then experiment with simpler ways to express the
same tone. Over time, as you feel more confident, you'll naturally start to adopt these

expressions yourself.

Don't worry about matching every word of "real English.” The real goal is to

connect with people — and you can do that at any level.




SECTION 3

What makes real conversation sound natural

Textbook dialogues are designed to be clear and polite, but they often sound a little too
wooden. Real conversations, especially in professional or social settings, tend to be less
predictable and more connected to the moment. Frankly, they can look messy. Below are a

few key differences that make spoken English feel natural.

”~

1. Variety in reactions

Textbooks love reliable expressions such as "How about you?" or "l see!" These are fine, but
if you use them all the time, you can sound robotic. Native speakers usually vary their
responses depending on mood and context. Instead of "How about you?", you might hear

a re-phrasing of the question. Instead of "l see," people often say "Right", "Oh yeah?" or
"Uh-huh."

2. Realistic emotion

Learners are often taught to sound interested and empathetic, but sometimes the
expressions used are too strong for the situation. Saying "That must have been stressful!"
when someone only faced a small delay can feel exaggerated. In everyday English, people
tend to downplay minor problems: "Bit of a nightmare, huh?" (note the near contradiction:
"nightmare" is extreme, but is significantly toned down when used with "bit of"); "Yeah, that's

typicall" Save the stronger language for moments that really deserve it.

3. Smooth topic changes

In real conversation, people don't usually jump from one topic to another without warning. A
line like "Have you seen anything good on Netflix lately?" can sound random unless you
connect it to what came before. Native speakers use linking phrases such as "By the way,"
"Speaking of..." or "That reminds me..." to make transitions smoother and more logical. Or

the use of tags with statements: "You've seen that movie, haven't you?"



4. Tone that matches the setting

Certain phrases sound too formal for casual settings but are perfect in professional ones. "I
think that's a good idea" works well in a meeting on matters of substance, but at a coffee
shop, "Sounds good" feels more natural. Matching your tone to the situation is one of the

most important parts of sounding fluent.

5. Authentic personality

Real English includes humour, small confessions, and shared understanding. Lines like "Can't
function without coffee", "Don't we all," or "l hold my hands up. | confess!" make the dialogue

sound human and relaxed. These touches show that you're comfortable in the language and

that you understand when it's appropriate to be light-hearted. See also Section 2 — Bridging
the Gap.

6. Natural endings

Textbook dialogues sometimes stop abruptly. Real speakers often signal closure more
gently: "Anyway, we should probably get back" or "Right, I'd better head off." These
expressions round off a conversation in a friendly, believable way.



SECTION 4

When textbook phrases work

It's easy to think that textbook expressions are "unnatural," but the truth is that they're often
just too polite or too careful for informal moments. In the right situation, those same phrases
sound perfectly natural — even elegant. Here are a few examples from the dialogues where

textbook lines would fit beautifully if the context changed.

1. "How about you?" — polite reciprocity

When you meet someone for the first time, this question is ideal. It keeps conversation

balanced without being intrusive.

A: I've just started in the trade section at the embassy.
B: Oh, interesting! How about you?

A: I'm with the cultural affairs team.

Both speakers are new acquaintances exchanging basic facts. A short, polite formula feels

natural.

2. "That must have been... stressful!” — real empathy

Used for genuinely difficult situations, it sounds caring and human.

A: My connecting flight was cancelled, and | had to sleep on the airport floor.

B: Oh no, that must have been stressful!

The listener responds to genuine strain, not to something trivial like a busy station.



3. "That must have been... exciting!”" — genuine enthusiasm

Best for vivid personal experiences.

A: | saw Coldplay live at Glastonbury from the front row.

B: Wow, that must have been exciting!

The emotional tone matches the event.

4."I think that's a good idea.” — respectful agreement

This phrase signals thoughtful approval — perfect for meetings or formal teamwork.

A: Maybe we should extend the deadline to next Friday.

B: Yes, | think that's a good idea. It gives everyone more time.

The speaker shows agreement without sounding casual or rushed — a mark of

professionalism.

5. "What's your favourite...?" — natural curiosity

This question sounds best when it grows naturally out of a real topic — for example, when

people are already discussing experiences, travel, or shared interests.

A: I've actually been to every EU country — that was one of my goals while living in the
UK.

B: Wow, impressive! What's your favourite country?

A: Hard to choose, but probably Portugal — the people are so warm.

The question fits the flow of the conversation. It doesn't sound childish because it follows a

real, personal story. The tone is curious and friendly, not forced.



6. "I see!” — active listening

This is natural when you're showing understanding or following a detailed explanation.

A: The new policy applies from next April.

B: | see! So we'll need to update the forms before then.

The phrase signals comprehension, not just filler, and sounds professional.

7. "That sounds interesting!”" — encouraging curiosity

It fits once you've heard enough information to respond sincerely.

A: I'm researching how cities adapt to rising sea levels.

B: Oh, that sounds interesting! What kind of data are you using?

The listener's enthusiasm is now based on real content.

8. "I know what you mean.” — shared experience

Use it when you truly relate to what the other person says.

A: I've been so tired this week — endless meetings.

B: | know what you mean. I've had the same.

Validating a feeling before a suggestion:

A: The new system is confusing.

B: | know what you mean. Maybe we could make a quick guide?

The phrase creates empathy and solidarity.



IN CLOSING

From textbook English to real conversation

Textbook dialogues give you a safe starting point: they teach structure and safe options for

usage. But natural English is not only about correct grammar — it's about tone and,

importantly, context.

Real conversation lives and breathes. People shorten phrases, laugh, interrupt gently,

change topics naturally, and show personality through very small reactions. Here are a few

ideas to keep in mind.

Context decides what sounds natural.

A phrase like "l think that's a good idea" is perfect in a meeting but too stiff

over coffee,

Balance politeness with ease.

Practise friendly informality — "Lucky you", "Don't we all", "Right, I'd better head off"

— to sound warmer and more fluent.

Use variety to sound alive.

Avoid repeating the same expressions ("How about you?", "l see!"). Try different

reactions, or sometimes none at all — a laugh or nod can say enough.

Show empathy that fits the moment.

Reserve strong emotions ("That must have been stressfull") for real difficulties. For

small annoyances, lighter comments feel more natural.

Make smooth transitions.

Use linking phrases ("By the way", "That reminds me", "Speaking of...") to move between

topics. They make conversation sound coherent and confident.



a End conversations gently.

Real talk usually fades out, not cuts off. "Anyway, we should probably get back" or

"Right, time for me to head off" feels friendly and complete.

PS ENGLISH Real English for Real Life.
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