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I am a self-access center (SAC) administrative staff member, and I was a Newcomer 

Grant recipient at the JASAL 2019 National Conference, held on Saturday, November 30th to 

Sunday, December 1st, 2019 at Otemon Gakuin University, Ibaraki City, Osaka. This is a 

report describing my experiences. 

 

My Background and Context 

My role at our center is as a part-time administrator, and I also act as an advisor, but I 

have not had any training. I was originally hired by this school as a part-time computer 

instructor and help desk worker, so I was from a completely different field and had never 

heard of a SAC before. Our teachers, who are experts in this field, taught me the essential 

concepts of self-access language learning (SALL). Our university has majors in five 

departments: sports, economics, sociology, logistics, and law. In addition, there is no English 

major offered, but students take compulsory and elective English classes (Werner & Von Joo, 

2018). For our center, I am in charge of general affairs including accounting, coordinating 

meetings, and advertising programs and events to students, faculty and staff members. I also 

support the study abroad orientations, school events when our campus hosts visiting 

American university students, and assist students with SAC-related problems or concerns. 

The major issues we currently face at the SAC are how to attract students’ interest in English 

and keeping them motivated. Since many students, faculty, and staff at our school are not 

familiar with the SAC, constantly thinking of new ideas is a very important task for me. 

After being an admin for two years, I realized that I should have more knowledge 

about the concept of SALL from actual experiences at other universities. I decided to attend 

the JASAL conference this year to get some new ideas to apply in our context. Furthermore, 

teachers from our SAC were planning to give a presentation at JASAL2019 about the 

challenges for our center to meet needs for various campus groups other than English classes 

or departments, such as student clubs, seminars, and official sports teams (Von Joo et al., 

2020). Despite not being a teacher, I taught three sets of workshops for the school rugby 

teams (teaching basic Indonesian conversation and useful words). The experience was 

meaningful to me because I felt involved in the SAC, and I could give advice to students. It 

encouraged me to not only attend an official conference, which is a rare opportunity for me, 

but also to co-present on our programs. 

I went to the conference with two main objectives. These are related to my issues 

mentioned above. They were to: 



Reflections on Attending JASAL2019 

JASAL Journal Vol.1, No. 1, June 2020 158 

● get tips about how to attract students’ interest in English if they have negative feelings 

about it 

● hear stories of Japanese SAC members’ experiences (administrators, advisors, and 

teachers who are Japanese), such as how they have learned and understand the concept of 

SALL (and how they apply it at Japanese universities) 

Not all of my objectives were achieved, but attending the conference surely led to an increase 

in my knowledge. In the next section, I will explain what I learned from the conference. 

 

Useful Ideas from the Conference 

In the two days of the conference, I listened to more than ten presentations, plus some 

poster sessions, and I chatted with participants from other centers during coffee breaks and 

the networking reception. Although the background situations of many schools differ from 

our university (majors, sizes, purposes, English levels, etc.), seeking tips for how to 

communicate better with students and be a more attractive facility appears to be a never-

ending challenge among all teachers and staff members. One tip was from Alexander Worth 

and his co-presenters from Osaka Institute of Technology, who introduced a simple online 

quiz-creating service, called Kahoot. I did not know that this service existed, but I thought it 

might be good to use in the future. In my workshop, holding a small “Quiz Show” was very 

useful for students to review what they learned. Having fun playing a quiz game led them to 

remember what they had learned during the workshop, and they also came up with additional 

practical questions, such as “How about this [other] situation?” or “Can I use this word 

instead?” 

One of the significant issues for our center is how to make our students more 

comfortable with trying to speak English. We want them to realize, “English is not so hard 

when I’m here.” Noriko Kawasaki from Miyazaki University talked about the changes in 

attitudes of Japanese students who attend her lunchtime English conversation activity. She 

said that most of her students who are technology majors are shy about communicating even 

in Japanese, and they feel that they are not good at speaking English. However, practicing 

with their friends makes them feel more comfortable, and they start thinking, “If my friend 

can do it....” Our center has been trying to get the same result, so knowing about a successful 

case can help me be more confident. In an ideal situation, I want to try pair-work with setting 

a timer (10-15 min.) and changing pairs at my SAC. However, these activities would 

probably need to be adapted for lower level learners. 
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The following list includes some additional ideas I learned from other schools that I 

may be able to utilize in our center. Some ideas are from presentations, while others were 

from informal conversations during coffee breaks. I included the presenters’ names when I 

could remember where the information came from: 

● hold occasional fun events and create a welcoming atmosphere within the center 

(Kawasaki, 2019; Worth et al., 2019), 

● have student staff lead conversations with easy topics and easy questions (Worth et al., 

2019), 

● advise Japanese students to make friends with international students and have fun going 

out with them (Worth et al., 2019), 

● set language policy, but the interaction should be positive (do not criticize for NOT using 

English, but give compliments for trying), 

● create good feelings of fellowship that lead to advanced activities, such as using English 

for academic purposes (Lavolette & Claflin, 2019), 

● have students talk to each other about “Why do I need English?” (Lavolette & Claflin, 

2019), 

● encourage the students (student staff or regulars) to be at the center. The presence of 

students is the best influence on others (if he/she can do it, why can’t I?), 

● introduce English games (analog or digital) effectively. Playing English games is easy 

for Japanese students to try (they feel it is okay to make a mistake) (Andersson, 2019; 

Cihi, 2019). 

I also attended the “SAC Administrators’ Forum” and received practical and useful 

tips from other SAC administrative staff members. Those included: 

● ask teachers to do PR about SACs in their classes (including non-English subject 

teachers), 

● send info emails from SAC that include each student’s name or names of other students 

who the recipient might know (sempai, kohai, friends, teachers), so they will not ignore 

it, 

● set two kinds of student staff meetings, such as weekly (shorter lunch time) and monthly 

(longer evening) to make task management easier. 

In fact, I realized that it was rare for administrative staff members (especially part-time 

workers) to attend a JASAL conference. As a part-time worker, I get very few opportunities 

for professional development. Even if attendees are working as admin staff, most of their 

backgrounds seem to be in the education field, or they are former English teachers. I felt so 
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grateful that someone like me, who does not have a teaching background, could attend this 

conference. I felt that the JASAL community welcomed me, and it was a positive atmosphere 

for me to learn in. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, collecting these ideas from the conference will definitely be useful for 

improving our center next year, and at the same time, I can set future guidelines for how to 

become a more skilled advisor for our students. Without realizing it, I had been too focused 

on learning the term “self-access learning” without thinking about real-life situations. 

However, meeting people from different schools and backgrounds has taught me that it is not 

beyond my comprehension or ability. Just like students in our center realize that they can 

speak English, I also realize that I can understand the concept of self-access, and I can use 

my knowledge to help students. From now on, this realization will be motivation for me to 

face every little issue that comes up in our SAC. 

Lastly, I would like to thank the JASAL Executive Board for awarding me the 

Newcomer Grant. Being a part-time worker without any financial support from the school, 

the grant helped me so much in traveling to Ibaraki city, Osaka, from the other Ibaraki, in the 

Kanto region. I hope this is the first of many JASAL conferences for me. 
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