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This report presents a brief overview of the proceedings of the Institute for
Language and Culture's 45th Symposium held during the spring term of 2018. The
primary theme for this symposium was about self-access centers (SACs) in
language learning contexts, and the three presenters led the audience in taking a
closer look at the history, proliferation, various uses, administrative challenges,
current trends, and likely future directions for SACs in Japan. Here is the detailed

schedule of the half-day symposium provided in Japanese:
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The main lecture, which has been translated as Fostering learner autonomy
through SACs: Successes and issues in Japan, was presented by Hisako Yamashita,
the current President of the Japan Association for Self-Access Learning (JASAL).
She is also a Lecturer at Konan Women's University, our well-known neighboring
institution here in the Okamoto area of Kobe. Here is the speaker’s profile in

Japanese:
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In her presentation, Ms. Yamashita began by tracing the establishment of
the first language learning SACs back to the 1980s and 1990s when there was a
growing pedagogical focus on learner autonomy in education in general and the
ELT field in particular. Then, as she shared images of some of the university-based
SACs here in Japan, she talked about the typical educational goals of SAC facilities
and the main features that successful SACs tend to share. She stressed that while
there are a number of necessary supporting pillars (learning materials, educational
support, and the physical aspects of the facility itself), the central pillar of any
successful SAC is the people involved. It is this human aspect that gives SACs
their special atmosphere of active and autonomous learning.

The presenter went on to talk about the advantages and disadvantages of

incentivizing and/or requiring SAC usage among students as opposed to having a
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completely voluntary system, and then gave a detailed overview of the types of
learning advising that can be undertaken in a SAC environment. This included an
introduction of the types of challenges that SAC learning advisors typically face,
including suspicions that sometimes arise at the host institution itself due to a
general lack of familiarity with these sorts of out-of-classroom learning
environments; and a brief look at the training programs available for this still
relatively unexplored educational field of learner advising in SACs.

In the latter part of her presentation, Ms. Yamashita explained ways in
which the SAC environment itself can be designed to promote learner autonomy
and social interaction in various ways, and she concluded by going over the ways
in which JASAL, the academic organization that she currently serves as president
for, supports and serves the growing network of language learning SACs

throughout Japan.
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Shari Yamamoto, who served as the principal managerial coordinator of
Konan University's Global Zone during its planning period and first few inaugural
years, was the next presenter. Konan's own self-access center, known as Language
LOFT, is housed within its Global Zone, and Ms. Yamamoto's presentation provided
an overview of the nuts and bolts involved in the daily management of a large-
scale and successful SAC.

After providing explanatory background information about the
establishment of Konan's Language LOFT, she then talked about the student staff.
In particular, she explained how Konan students and our international exchange
students at Konan are recruited, interviewed, and trained in the process of
becoming LOFT Assistants and Tutors. She also explained how the services
available for LOFT users have been conceived of and promoted as three distinct
types (Visits, Tasks, and Events), and what the student staff's duties are in relation
to each of those categories. The presenter then moved on to explaining the types
of communication and feedback channels that have been established for keeping

student staff continuously informed, and for incorporating their experience-based
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opinions and suggestions for improvement into the ever-evolving SAC. Ms.
Yamamoto concluded her presentation by suggesting future projects for improving
SAC management and staff development, including ways of more effectively

motivating student staff and establishing a mentoring program.
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The last of the three lectures was presented by Ayako Kobayashi, an
instructor of English at Konan University who is very familiar with Konan's SAC
since she and her colleagues all spend several hours each week in Language LOFT
tutoring and conversing with students. She reported the results of a qualitative
research project that she conducted based on a set of simple and fundamentally
important questions: What about the students who never use the SAC? What
keeps them away? What might we do differently in order to make our SACs more
inviting to those students as well?

Ms. Kobayashi conducted extensive interviews with three such students
and, in short, she found that the main reasons given for avoiding SAC usage are
that they lack confidence in English, they lack the courage to enter an unfamiliar
facility on their own, and that they mistakenly believe that the only purpose of a
SAC is to improve English skills (that is to say, they tend to overlook the
intercultural experiences and learning opportunities that are almost always
available in such facilities). Her suggested proposals for overcoming these issues
included greater use of video-based promotional materials so that potential users
can more concretely visualize the sorts of activities that they can participate in at
the SAC, stronger connections between SACs and classroom-based projects, and a

greater focus on providing appropriate entry-level tasks for newcomers.
NZIWT XAy a - BERE

After the lectures concluded, the three presenters returned to the stage
for a brief question-and-answer period. Questions from the audience were
addressed to each of the three speakers and covered a wide variety of topics

including how to deal with particularly reserved or reluctant students, what the
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prospects are for growth of trained learning advisor positions at SACs, how to
promote true learner autonomy among students as opposed to simply providing
typical learning tasks that might be overly similar to what they already encounter
in their English classes, and the challenges involved in maintaining quality of
experience when the SAC staff turnover rate is naturally quite high. While
addressing these and other questions, there was a general consensus among
presenters and audience that, while bumps along the road are to be expected, the
establishment and active management of SACs such as Konan's Language LOFT
are a worthwhile undertaking for Japanese universities, and that a great deal of

unexplored potential benefits for our students remain as SACs continue to evolve.

(X3 : MACH Thomas)





