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Saitama University Students Presented Short Papers in English

at Gakushuin University to an International English Audience

Stacey Vye
Associate Professor
Center for English Education and Development (CEED)
Saitama University

On November 23rd and November 24th, 2013, five Saitama University students
presented two different short papers at the Learner Development Special Interest Group (SIG)
of the Japan Association of Language Teachers (JALT) conference at Gakushuin University
in Mejiro, Tokyo. The conference was entitled, "Exploring Learner Development: Practices,
Pedagogies, Puzzles and Research, The 20th Anniversary Conference JALT Learner
Development SIG." Amazingly, over 150 presenters and many more guests participated
including students, teachers, teacher educators, and researchers who learn, teach, and/or
research in diverse countries such as Hong Kong China, Japan, Mexico, Taiwan, Thailand,
and the United Kingdom. These participants share a dedicated interest in learning and learner
development as teachers are learners too. I was very delighted that our students made a very
strong impression on many experts in the field of learner development and learner autonomy
in language education. From now, I would like to introduce both of the presentations.

On Saturday the 23rd of November, Iman binti Abd Halim a Master's candidate in
the Faculty of Mechanical Engineering, a fourth year student Takumi Kikuchi of the Faculty
of Liberal Arts and member of the third group of the Global Youth Program, a fourth year
student Saeko Kojima from the Faculty of Economics, and a PhD candidate majoring in Civil
and Environmental Engineering and a leading member of the International Association
Rahimi Rahman, and I presented our findings in a short paper, "Collaborative autonomy:
Stories of flourishing learner development." They were my seminar students who joined a
volunteer study about learner autonomy and its connection to language proficiency, which
was supported by a Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research from the Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science (JSPS). My query was do learners get more proficient in English if
they gain control of the content over their learning? Autonomy research suggests the later,
but there are not many studies on learner autonomy that also show language proficiency gains
on the learners' English placement test scores. Therefore, 1 considered the reliability of the
International English Language Test System (IELTS) exam, especially because these seminar
students could take a speaking test with a real interviewer in person instead of with a
computer or with the interviewer being on a telephone or on a video call. Then I arranged to
give pre- and post-tests of the IELTS test and these results of 20 university seminar students
were compared with their autonomous language learning practices that they chose to study
for their own pleasure for 23 weeks. The data that was collected were the learners'
self-reported reflections, learning goals including the time spent on them, an exit survey,
research notes, and the pre- and post-IELTS test scores. This research suggests that language
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study plans designed by the learners and their self-reported amount of time spent on the
desired learning focus contributed to greater language proficiency if they spent between 6.5
hours to 8.5 hours on studying English for pleasure.

Here is the abstract of our presentation, "Collaborative autonomy: Stories of flourishing
learner development," below:

When learners plan their seminars together, the peer-collaboration not only improves
language learning proficiency, but also, more significantly, lets incidental learning flourish. An
important part of this expansion and growth is encouraging learners to develop reflective
practices. These enable learners to plan what they study and notice what they are learning, as
they work towards their goals both on their own and with others. In this session, several university
students, together with their advisor in a collaborative autonomy research project, will share
stories of their flourishing learner development - stories that go beyond the strict bounds of

language learning alone.

- = o [ AN
Image 1 from left to right: Stacey Vye, Image 2 from left to right: Rahimi Rahman,
Takumi Kikuchi, Iman binti Abd Halim Saeko Kojima

In this order Rahimi, Saecko, Takumi, and then Iman spoke about their learner
development in English during the 23 weeks of the seminar and then after the seminar as depicted
in Images 1 and 2. The students met at the Mejiro station and walked to the Gakushiun campus
with the backdrop of the beautiful autumn foliage. We were all a bit nervous to present at such an
international environment in a venue with a deep history. When we approached the presentation
room in the West building, we felt as if we were staring in a historical movie related to education.

As the time approached before the presentation, I got pretty nervous, however as we started, 1 did
just fine introducing the study and my students. All four of the students shared some things in
common as far as having a good command of English, highly motivated in the subject, and all had
the experience of currently or previously living and studying abroad in another country. They each
spoke for five to six minutes at length while showing photos of their eye-opening experiences
using English with memorable photos of the occasions and then answered some difficult questions
very diligently to the audience. It was a wonderful day to remember and a great birthday present
for me to see our Saitama University students deliver such a powerful presentation about their
learning experiences, all in their second language.
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On the following day on Sunday, November 24th, a Saitama University first year student
who is majoring in the Faculty of Economics and a member of the fifth group of the Global Youth
program Mitsuki Kato did a solo presentation entitled, "Learner identity and motivation." Mitsuki
had taken my English for Specific Purposes (ESP1a) course on the subject of learner autonomy in
language education and the theme for the semester was language learning histories in the Semester
A of 2013. In this course, students get to analyze their own learning styles and successful study
practices in order to be more motivated and direct their own learning through a wide range of
activities. In the course, Mitsuki and her classmates created language learning history presentations
and then a final paper through a series of questions the students chose that relate to the their
English studies in the past, in the present, and their future English plans. This activity was chosen
because if language learners reflect on their learning past and present, then they often are more
able to set powerful language goals in the future, which also serves as a motivational tool for
learning.

This is Mitsuki's abstract for her short paper on "Learner identity and Motivation":

I am a freshman, and although many months have past since I entered university, 1 am still not
used to many English classes. However, I do not mean this in a bad way. On the contrary, it has
a positive meaning for me. Recently, I have come to think that experiences in which I feel, I don't
understand are important. Frustration and feelings of regret drive me to study English more, and
in this paper, I will try to explain the importance of attitude and how it can support the studying
of English.

Image 3 center: Mitsuki Kato Image 4: Participants discussing their Language
Learning Histories

Mitsuki practiced her presentation in the weeks before the short paper was delivered
with a Teacher Assistant Shun Kozaki who is a fourth year student also majoring in the Faculty of
Economics and a member of the second group of the Global Youth Program and myself. On the
day, Shun helped with moral support, introduced Mitsuki at her short talk, and also provided the
photos, which are Images 3 and 4. Mitsuki divided her presentation into two parts. The first of
which she spoke about her experiences as a language learner with colorful photos and images to
illustrate her points and then spoke of her future language goals as shown in Image 3. Then,
second, she asked the audience to experience speaking about their own language learning histories
as well with a series of prompt questions such as:
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1. "When and how did you start learning a foreign language? What memories do you have
about this?" "How do you feel about using the foreign language now?

2. How about your speaking ability, listening ability, reading ability, writing ability in this
language?"

3. "How do you want to use this language in the future?"

During the later half of the short talk also shown in Image 4, Mitsuki got her audience into small
groups and they robustly discussed their language learning histories where many of attendees were
teachers. This audience inclusiveness was the aim of the conference full of rich in audience
participation, which she demonstrated skillfully. Then finally, Mitsuki bravely tackled some
difficult questions by the audience. Shun and I were so very proud of her fantastic efforts and

Success.

All and all, this unique format for a conference where students are able to speak out
about their learning needs and goals to their audience went very well. In addition, and as
mentioned previously, there were many participants who were language educators around the
world in the audiences of both short talks. These experiences seemed to demonstrate that my
students got to teach the teachers including myself meaningfully and effectively. 1 really
recommend and encourage teachers to ask their students to present at conferences if the students
are up for it because they not only rise to the challenge themselves to raise their knowledge of the
subject matter and improve their skills, but the teachers get to know more deeply about their
students learning needs and styles so that the teacher can create more informed class sessions and
seminars. | deeply appreciate these five students and have learned a lot from their English
language proficiency and personal and professional development.

Note: The conference URL can be found here: http://www.ldsigconference2013.org/

*The Author*

*Stacey Vye,* is an Associate Professor at Saitama University at the Center

for English Education and Development (CEED) in Japan. Her research

interests and publications focus on exploring reflection, EFL college

preparation for studying abroad, learner and teacher autonomy in language

education including the connections between both capacities. She has also

been on the Learner Development SIG of JALT Committee in Japan, serving

various positions for 10 years. She can be contacted at <vyesl@mail.saitama-u.ac.jp>.
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