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Abstract 
Conducted at a mid-sized private university, this research focused on examining the perceptions 
of Japanese university students towards engaging with non-native English speakers at a 
multipurpose English center known as English Plaza. This space is operated by Japanese and 
international student interns and is designed to provide a casual learning atmosphere. Within the 
English Plaza, students can engage in conversation with either a native English-speaking 
instructor or a student intern. The majority of student interns come from Asian Nations. A survey 
was distributed to approximately 116 university students. These students were chosen to 
participate in the study because they have experience with conversations at English Plaza. Data 
was collected to investigate student perceptions and motivations for conversation practice with 
non-native English speakers. In addition, transcripts from conversation sessions with instructors 
and student interns were collected from seven Japanese university students across one semester 
and analyzed for participation in the conversation as defined by the number of turns taken and 
words spoken. This quantitative data was then combined with the survey responses to see 
whether participation patterns matched students’ perceptions in regards to their speaking practice 
at English Plaza. The results suggest students perceive participation in conversations to be 
valuable for more social than linguistic reasons and that participation patterns may differ 
between groups with native English-speaking instructors and groups with non-native English -
speaking student interns. The implications of these findings could help inform the development 
of and training for other such English conversation lounge areas and self-access centers at other 
universities. 
 

本研究では、中規模私立大学の多目的英語センターEnglish Plazaにおける非英語ネイ

ティブとの英会話に対する日本人学生の意識を考察する。当施設は日本人及び主にアジ

ア諸国出身の学生インターンが運営し、リラックスした学習環境を提供する。施設内

English Plazaでは、ネイティブ教員または学生インターンと少人数での英会話練習を

選択できる。English Plazaを利用した学生約116人を対象に調査を実施し、非ネイティ

ブとの会話練習に対する意識やモチベーションに関するデータを収集した。また、1学
期中7人の日本人学生から教員及び学生インターンとの会話のトランスクリプトを集

め、発話回数と発言した単語数に基づく会話への参加度を分析した。この量的データを

調査への回答と合わせ、参加度のパターンが同施設での会話練習に対する学生の意識と

一致するかを評価した。調査結果によると、学生は言語的理由よりも、ソーシャルな場

での英会話の機会を有益だと感じており、参加パターンは相手がネイティブ教員か非ネ

イティブインターンかにより異なることを示唆している。本研究の結果は、他の大学に

おける英会話ラウンジ、自立学習センターの開発や、このような環境向けの訓練に対し

有用である。 

 
Keywords: Non-native English speakers, international student interns, social learning, 
conversation lounge, teacher identity, native speaker fallacy 
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Large class rosters, curriculum constraints, and congested academic calendars can present 

challenges for teachers to support all learners during class time. As a result, universities 

worldwide have invested a considerable amount of resources in social learning spaces and self-

access learning centers (SALC) to enhance learning experiences. Some SALCs even provide 

staff for advising and conversation practice. Although these resources provide students with 

valuable learning opportunities, they may not be sufficient for triggering language acquisition 

and supporting lifelong learning. In an earlier study undertaken by the authors (See Garnica & 

Mislang, 2021), it was found that first-year students at a private Japanese university were ill-

equipped to perform expected communicative behaviors in a conversation lounge at a multi-

purpose English center known as English Plaza (EP). The lack of support towards turn-taking, 

speech acts, paralinguistic cues, and low or high-context style of interaction inside the classroom 

led to teachers being the dominant force in conversations at EP, despite an expressed want from 

both parties for more student-generated interaction in the discourse.   

While deficiencies in communicative behavior can be a focal point for exploring reasons 

why learners might not be able to maximize learning experiences beyond the classroom, 

underlying beliefs of teacher identity and the role of support staff at conversation lounges and 

SALCs may provide more understanding on how learners manage input and initiate output. In 

other words, how students perceive their interlocutor, be they native speaker (NS) or non-native 

speaker (NNS), can have an effect on their participation patterns. For our study, we define a NS 

as an individual whose first language is English, and NNS as an individual who learned English 

after acquiring a mother tongue other than English. Knowing that the issue has its contentions 

and controversies, we acknowledge that the terms are loaded, but we seek to use them in our own 

way to help provide context for who exactly our participants are, since these terms are generally 

well-known in the field. With that in mind, in a self-access learning setting, where students are 

given the option of interacting with peers who are NNSs or teachers who are NSs, examining 

preferences can help to add to the literature about NNS ownership and participation in 

conversation in the field of SALC, as the field borrows from the work of sociolinguistics to 

examine the very structure of how their centers are set up and managed. In the following sections 

of this paper, the authors will explore student perceptions of interactions with non-native English 

speakers at conversation lounges.  
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Literature Review 

SALCs can be an integral part of cultivating independent learning because they offer a 

learning environment that is not imposed by the limitations of the classroom. However, the 

effectiveness of SALCs on learning is an insufficiently researched area. Some of the earliest 

research from Gardner and Miller (1997) discovered that self-access centers in Hong Kong had 

generally prioritized creating material and maintaining activities over assessing the effectiveness 

of SALC programs and measuring language improvement. This discovery led to some concern as 

self-access centers without a system to evaluate practices may result in a mismatch between what 

learners need and what centers are providing. Further work done by Gardner (2001), Murray 

(2009), Cooker (2010), Thornton (2013), and Mynard (2019) have made considerable 

contributions to defining effective learning environments and articulating what SALCs can do to 

support the needs of learners in ideal self-access environments. For example, immersive English 

areas, a system for students to recursively reflect on their SALC experiences, and advising areas 

to help guide purposeful learning are some ways through which SALCs can collect assessment 

data and determine the needs of SALC stakeholders. 

It can also be a place that can incorporate student input to help lower the affective filter, 

which was first conceptualized by Dulay and Burt (1977) but expanded upon by Krashen (1982) 

to describe it as “the relationship between affective variables and the process of second language 

acquisition” (p. 31). Having a higher affective filter causes a learner to have anxieties around 

using and engaging with the language, causing an interference with the language acquisition 

process. By creating an environment that fosters a lower affective filter, students will then 

experience less negative emotion that would otherwise interfere with their language acquisition 

process. SALCs can be such a place on the university campus. 

Conversation spaces at many Japanese universities still appear to be mostly operated by 

teachers or native English-speaking staff, perpetuating the ownership of English to speakers from 

the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, and Australia. Tokyo International University, one 

such university, has 50 native speakers as part of their 53 total instructional staff members 

(TIUGTI, 2022b). This is in line with Kachru’s (1985) Three Concentric Circles Model of 

English Language, where these nations fit into the inner circle which include nations where 

English is the primary language used in daily life and government business. In other words, these 

are nations from which many native speakers come from. The notion of the native speaker 
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persists in the literature and influences many aspects of our context. The idea of the native 

speaker can be traced back to Chomsky (1965), who noted that the language learner’s goal is to 

become native-like, having the “intrinsic competence of the idealized native speaker” (p. 24). 

The term “native speaker” became formalized by Davies (1991) when he provided the 

neurodevelopmental definition of a native speaker as a speaker who learned the language first in 

their life, while also noting that membership in a speech community is self-identified and a 

matter of self-affiliation. Many have come out to criticize (Phillipson, 1992) or recontextualize 

the dichotomy of native speaker vs non-native speaker into a spectrum (Liu, 1999), while Faez 

(2011) expanded the dichotomy into six distinct linguistic identities. 

Regardless of how one contextualizes this aspect of linguistic identity, a bias towards 

those who speak the language natively (as defined by Davies, 1991) when it comes to language 

learning and teaching does exist in Japan today. The bias towards native speakers was coined by 

Holliday (2005) as “native speakerism,” and may privilege those who may not be the best 

qualified for their particular position. This concept has since been expanded upon to include 

issues of racial and social justice, where native speakerism, in the context of English-language 

learning, can inadvertently prioritize “actions and behaviors associated with Whiteness” and 

view them as “normative practices and aspiration” (Jenks & Lee, 2020, p. 190). With such biases 

existing and potentially exerting influence on a student’s perception of their interlocutor, does it 

actually cause them to devalue or avoid interactions with those who are deemed as non-native 

speakers (NNS)? 

Subtirelu (2013) examined NNS preferences among students in an intensive English 

program at an American university and found that they overwhelmingly preferred a native-

speaker (NS) standard with avoidance or reluctance shown for NNS standards at the start of the 

study. Their findings, however, found that preference shifts depending on the educational 

context, whether they are in an environment with English having an established presence outside 

the classroom, and likewise shifted depending on their experiences with English and its context 

of use. McKenzie (2008), in a similar study, examined Japanese students’ preferences when 

studying English and found that it did not matter what their speaker’s actual linguistic identity 

was, but rather, how they, the students, perceived the speaker that led to their preferences. 

Likewise, Adolphs (2005) found that learners’ preferences changed as they learned more about 

what a native speaker was, and the more they became aware of the concept, they became “more 
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critical of the value of conforming to native speaker norms” (p. 129). Thus, one can see that 

NNS’s preferences are dynamic, constantly changing, and evolving with their experiences with 

the language, how they perceive their interlocutor, and how conscious they are of the concept of 

a native speaker. 

The use of NNS conversation leaders might be a choice made based on availability of 

willing participants. According to the Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO), in 2018, 

89,602 international students were enrolled in Japanese universities, among which only 1.9% 

came from a country where English is considered the first language: the United States, the 

United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada (JASSO, 2020). While there may be a preference for 

native speakers of English, the number of available speakers in-country studying at a Japanese 

institution is significantly less than potential non-native speakers. Using NNSs then could be an 

untapped opportunity for universities to expand their English-language conversation options for 

students studying the language. With these key issues in mind, our research seeks to address the 

following questions: 

1. What do students perceive as the purpose of conversations at an English lounge with non-

native speakers of English and student interns? 

2. Do students perceive conversations with non-native speakers of English and student 

interns as an effective tool for language learning? 

3. Do students speak the same amount (as measured by number of turns taken and number 

of words spoken) with a NS and a NNS conversation partner? 

Methods 

Context 

Conducted at a mid-sized private university in Japan, this research focused on examining 

perceptions of Japanese university students towards engaging with native and non-native English 

speaking staff at a multipurpose English center known as English Plaza (EP). This space is 

designed to provide a casual learning atmosphere, where students enrolled in the School of 

Language and Communication (SLC) department can consult with a learning advisor or engage 

in conversation practice with EP staff. First- and second-year students in the SLC at Tokyo 

International University are required to visit the EP every week. Specifically, students enrolled in 

listening and speaking courses must visit the EP and register for one conversation session in a 
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semi-private English lounge (EL) each week. For third- and fourth-year students, visiting EL is 

not compulsory. However, certain third- and fourth-year elective classes may highly encourage 

students to attend lounge sessions.  

SLC students have a choice to speak with either a native English-speaking instructor or a 

student intern (EP staff). Language instructors are from the Global Teaching Institute department 

within the SLC and are required to host weekly 15-minute conversation sessions in the EL in 

addition to their other teaching responsibilities. A majority of the student interns come from 

Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and Uzbekistan. Student interns are required to have a 

TOEIC score around 500, a 2.0 GPA or higher, and cannot be a fourth-year student who is 

currently job hunting (TIUGTI, 2022a). As part of their work requirements, student interns are 

responsible for a variety of duties such as event coordination, supporting students with resources, 

such as laptops, and maintaining the English atmosphere of EP. In particular, student interns are 

tasked with managing the Peer English Practice (PEP) program, which provides students with 

opportunities to engage in weekly 20-minute sessions. For all sessions, regardless of whether 

they are with instructors or student interns, there is a maximum of three SLC students per 

session. 

Participants and Data Collection 

 For the survey data, a total of 116 students in the SLC were surveyed. These students 

included first, second, third, fourth, and fifth year and beyond students. For the transcription 

analysis, a total of 29 second-year SLC students were then recorded in this study, all of whom 

were students in classes taught by the researchers. Of those 29 students, seven were selected to 

have their transcripts examined in this study based on if the submitted all required transcripts and 

recordings, as well as if they visited both instructors and student interns. From the seven 

students, a total of 30 transcripts were examined for this study. All participants were 

anonymized, and all transcripts were given coded letters for reference. 

 

Table 1 

Transcript Data Collection Process 

Week Procedure 

 1–3 Students were trained on how to record and produce a transcript from their English 
lounge visits. 
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 4 Students recorded their first conversation at English lounge and produced their first 
transcripts 

 6–14 Students continued recording conversations and producing transcripts once every two 
weeks (6, 8, 10, 12, 14). 

 15 Students recorded their last conversation and produce a final transcript. 
(Week 15 commenced after the Japanese new year break) 

 

For our research, we employed a mixed-methods approach. First, we sent a survey (see 

Appendix A) during the 15th week of classes to 116 SLC students about their participation habits 

in the conversation lounge. The survey consisted of one closed question, five multiple choice 

questions, and two open-ended questions. Survey data was collected and collated by the Google 

Forms online software. We gathered student opinions about how they view the conversation 

lounge, and, specifically, the international student interns in the PEP program. Of the 116 

students who participated in the survey study, sixty-five students were first- and second-year 

students. The remaining 55 participants were third and fourth-year students. Students’ language 

proficiency ranged from A1 to B2 on the Common European Framework of Reference. These 

students were chosen to participate in the study because all of them have experience with 

participating in conversations at English Lounge. All students and teachers gave informed 

consent and agreed to have their data collected and used for this study. The project was also 

approved by the university’s ethical review board. Data was stored in the researcher’s university 

Google Suite account. 

Second, we had students record and transcribe their interactions with interns and 

instructors in their conversations at EP. The students’ language proficiency ranged from A1 to 

B2 on the Common European Framework of Reference. We then looked at the total number of 

turns taken, the length of turns, and the distribution of turns during the recorded time period. 

This was taken for both a conversation with an instructor and a student intern to see whether 

there was any significant difference between the two groups in regards to participation with and 

among students. The process of conversation transcription data collection lasted for 15 weeks 

(see Table 1). Once transcripts were collected, they were reviewed by instructors and double-

checked for accuracy and formatting. Editing followed a simplified Jeffersonian model of 
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transcription to standardize the formatting of all transcripts, eliminating many of the more 

complex linguistic markers that we would not be analyzing for our research. 

Data Analysis 

For research questions one and two, data was collected from 116 participants. Of the 116 

participants, 70 people had visited PEP, 33 people had not visited but expressed interest, and 13 

people did not visit PEP. For the closed question and the multiple-choice questions, we used 

descriptive analysis to help summarize information in our dataset and highlight relationships 

between variables. For the two open-ended questions, we used some aspects of narrative analysis 

to help interpret students’ personal experiences with interacting with NNS student interns. The 

robust nature of open-ended questions required a strategic method to systematically organize 

information.  Because we did not have any predetermined categories, we used inductive coding 

to systematically categorize student responses and find patterns for analysis. 

 For research question three, we took the 30 transcripts and processed them through a 

custom program to count the number of turns and words each participant used in the session. 

Overlapping turns, where multiple participants spoke together, were counted as one turn per 

participant, leading to a discrepancy between the total number of turns, as calculated by counting 

each individual’s turn count, and the total number of turns counted (as by line) by the program. 

Once the initial data was collected, data was split into specific groups. First, we separated the 

NSs and NNSs into their own groups and then separated the student participants specifically into 

NS conversation participants (NSCPs) and NNS conversation participants (NNSCPs). To control 

for the time difference between the sessions (NS sessions lasting 15 minutes compared with 20 

minutes with NNS student interns), we multiplied the results from the NNS data by a factor 

of .75. This allowed us to scale the results and compare both sessions as if they were 15 minutes 

(Table 3). From there, we analyzed the word counts and turns taken by each group in total, 

comparing NSs and NNSs to see whether their conversation-leading strategies differed in turns 

or word count as well as the NSCPs to NNSCPs to see whether there was a statistically 

significant difference in the participation as measured by turns taken and words spoken (Tables 4 

and 5). Because our data had normal distribution, we used a Paired Samples t Test to test for a 

significant difference between NSCPs and NNSCPs.

 

 



Student Perceptions of Student Interns at an English Center 

JASAL Journal Vol. 3, No. 1, July 2022  

 
 

105 

Results and Findings 

Research question 1 asked what do students perceive as the purpose of conversations at 

an English Lounge with non-native speakers of English and student interns? According to the 

survey, approximately 60% of respondents reported engaging in conversation practice with a 

PEP. As part of this survey, quantitative data was collected through five multiple-choice 

questions. When asked about what students want to do most in the lounge with PEPs, the 48% of 

responses were connected to talking about common topics such as hobbies, weekend plans, and 

university life (See Figure 1). However, categories that received fewer responses were playing a 

game (6% of responses) and telling stories (2% of responses). When asked about aspects of 

language (Speaking, grammar, pronunciation, listening) students wanted to practice at English 

lounge, approximately 85% of students preferred speaking.  

 

Figure 1  

Participants Preferred Activity With PEPs (N=116) 

 
 

Research question 2 asked if student perceive conversations with not-native speakers of 

English and student interns as an effective tool for language learning. Qualitative data was 
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collected through two open-ended questions. Figure 2 contains data from the first open-ended 

question and is categorized into five themes among 42 responses. The remaining responses were 

“yes” or “no” responses without any elaboration. As a result, they were not included in any of 

the categories. The theme with the largest number of respondents (11 people) commented that 

their experiences with PEPs were fun and enjoyable. The theme with the next highest number of 

respondents (10) commented that they were able to use English actively and learn many types of 

English.  

 

Figure 2 

Participants’ Conversation Experiences with PEPs (N=42) 

 

 
 

The 49 responses to the second open-ended question (see Table 2) were also categorized 

into five themes. Responses without any elaboration were not included because they did not 

support any analysis of student perceptions. Many of the responses echo positive sentiments 

from the first open-ended question. Students perceived interactions with PEPs as a good way to 

improve their communication skills, learn about people from different countries, and make 

friends. Finally, PEPs were perceived as trained conversationalists, able to support and sustain 

conversations with students.   
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Table 2 

Participants’ Perception English Practice With PEPs (N=49)  

 
Theme Number of Responses Student Response Samples 

Responses dealing with 
English language skills. 

11 “Yes, I do. Because speaking English 
improve my English skill” 

 

Responses dealing with 
talking to people from 
other countries. 

9 “Yes because I can get a chance to 
talk with people from another 
country” 

 

Responses dealing with 
making friends.  

6 “I think I could get good practice. 
Because they are almost same age, 
I think I would get motivated to 
practice English more” 

 

Responses dealing with 
affective qualities of the 
PEP environment.  

6 “Yes, I think, because PEP is more 
casual place than English Lounge. 
So, I can practice the private 
conversation there” 

 

Responses that do not fit into 
a category.  

17 “I think I get good practice because I 
think PEP student's leaders are 
trained to keep conversation” 

 

  
 Research question 3 asked if students spoke the same amount (as measured by number of 

turns taken and number of words spoken with a NS and a NNS conversation partner. In order to 

account for the time difference in sessions (instructors having 15 minutes and PEPs having 20 

minutes), all PEP numbers were multiplied by a factor of 0.75 in order to control for this 

variable. This resulted to some decimals for turn totals and word totals where one would not 

normally anticipate fractional integers. 
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Table 3 

Total Turn and Word Counts With Paired Samples t Test 

 Total Mean Median Mode Standard 
Deviation 

Leaders’ Turns 1525.00 52.59 47.00 68 33.05 

Students’ Turns 1554.75 53.61 50.00 N/A 38.85 

Turns t Test (𝛂 = 
0.05) 

0.420     

Leaders’ Words 21,879.00 754.45 688.00 N/A 380.65 

Students’ Words 6,646.25 229.18 230.00 N/A 114.82 

Words t Test (𝛂 = 
0.05) 

0.00*     

*Data registered the first non-zero result eight decimal places down, resulting in a near-zero 
result, but not precisely zero. It has been rounded to zero for ease of reading. 
 
 The initial data shows a statistically significant difference between student word counts 

and teacher word counts, meaning that students are speaking a meaningful amount less than their 

conversation leader (instructors and PEP) counterparts. They are not, however, taking a 

statistically significant amount of turns fewer than the conversation leaders either. 

 

Table 4 

Comparing Turn Count of NS and NNS Conversation Participants (NSCP and NNSCP) 

 Total Mean Median Mode Standard 
Deviation 

NSCP Turns 687.00 45.80 37.00 N/A 24.41 

NNSCP Turns 867.75 61.98 52.13 N/A 49.64 

Turns t Test (𝛂 = 
0.05) 

0.270     
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Looking at the turns taken in each group, those with a NS conversation leader and those 

with a NNS conversation leader, there was no statistically significant difference between the 

groups. When looking at the descriptive statistics, however, NNSCP produce higher numbers 

than their NSCP counterparts by large gaps: An increase in average turns taken by 35% and the 

median number of turns taken an increase of 41%. 

 
Table 5 
Comparing Word Count of NS and NNS Conversation Participants (NSCP and NNSCP) 

 Total Mean Median Mode Standard 
Deviation 

NSCP Words 2,994.00 199.60 209 N/A 90.81 

NNSCP Words 4,670.00 260.86 235.13 N/A 132.01 

Words t Test (𝛂 = 
0.05) 

0.154     

 
When comparing the total words spoken by both groups, there is not a statistically 

significant difference between the two. Looking at the descriptive statistics, however, there 

appears to be a pattern of increased word counts in favor of the NNS conversation groups. 

NNSCP spoke 30% more words on average and produced a median number of words 13% 

higher than their NSCP counterparts. This means that while not achieving statistical significance, 

there was a notable increase in the number of words produced by students when put in a group 

with a NNS conversation leader. Also of note is the variance: it is much higher for NNSCP than 

NSCP. 

 

Discussion 

Exploring the Purpose of English Lounge Conversations 

For the first research question, we examined what students perceived to be the purpose of 

English lounge conversations with NNS student interns. Most dimensions of student responses 

dealt with affective factors such as fun, a relaxing environment, and friendship. The affective 

component of a conversation space could be a catalyst that causes learners to feel relaxed and 

speak more words as seen during the transcripts. This could lead to students taking more 
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ownership of conversation since the power dynamic is leveled in their favor (equal speaking 

partners in negotiating meaning). As one respondent said, “I liked the experience because it was 

more casual than to talk with the teacher and I talk with them like a friend.” Environments with a 

low affective filter can help fulfill the goals of the lounge space as being an informal practice 

space since students see talking to peers as less formal than talking with native English-speaking 

instructors. This in turn potentially promotes a learning environment that could encourage repeat 

visits to social learning spaces, but more research into these relationships is needed.  

The Effectiveness of Conversations With Non-Native Student Interns 

In regards to the second research question, we wanted to examine whether students 

perceived conversations with NNS student interns as an effective tool for language learning. The 

design of the instruments used in this study made it difficult to infer any conclusions about the 

effectiveness of conversations with PEPs for language learning. However, what can be stated is 

that students perceived their experiences with PEPs as opportunities to speak English outside of 

class. Students, when asked if they viewed PEP practice as valuable, gave a 90% positive 

response, compared to a 5% negative response (the remaining 5% responded that they did not 

know what PEP was or had never participated). Students perceive conversations with PEPs as a 

good chance to improve their English skills, reflecting a variety of motivations for why they find 

that practice valuable. For example, they found it valuable because they were able to enjoy 

themselves (11 responses), learn to communicate with different people from diverse cultures (18 

responses), and use the experience as a way to build friendships (seven responses). 

Student Engagement with Native and Non-Native Speakers of English  

Lastly, for the final research question, we examined how student participation in lounge 

sessions compared between NS and NNS interlocutors. It can be inferred from the data that 

conversation leaders are speaking longer utterances and producing more complex or meaningful 

linguistic moves than their student conversation participants. Given that there are more students, 

on average, than there are conversation leaders in these conversations, one would anticipate that 

students would hold more turns and control more of the conversation by a more significant 

margin, but looking at the mean turns taken, students only outpaced conversational leaders by an 

average of 1.02 turns. 
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From the quantitative data, there was no statistically significant difference between 

groups with regards to words spoken or turns taken. Looking at the descriptive statistics, we see 

that the average number of words and turns for students with the NNS student intern are all 

greater than those with a NS instructor. The distribution of turns tends to lean less towards the 

NNS student intern, allowing for students to interject, ask more questions, and give, generally, 

more and longer utterances during the conversation. Within the transcriptions themselves, NSs 

tend to ask more comprehension questions and explain more unknown concepts to students in the 

conversations, making them prone at times to monologuing, while NNSs tend to ask questions to 

get more information from the students and to help the group co-construct meaning with the 

topics they discuss. This possibly suggests that NNSs take a different approach to holding these 

conversations than NSs, who, as instructors, may be relying more on their roles as educators to 

carry the conversation, structuring it more as an opportunity to learn content than negotiate 

meaning and share experience. 

This data aligns with data collected from an earlier study (Garnica & Mislang, 2021) in 

which the authors suggested that students want to spend more time actively producing language 

over passively absorbing it. In other words, while listening to stories and playing games may 

trigger aspects of language learning, they may be insufficient for encouraging oral production 

with speech acts, turn-taking, and other behavioral norms in English oral communication. 

When looking at the transcripts, a few patterns emerged. First, with NS instructors, the 

emphasis tended to be on explanation and clarification with their turns, whereas NNS student 

interns took more turns asking questions and passing turns to the students. With regards to the 

types of questions asked, NS questions tended to focus more on content knowledge and 

comprehension of the topic of discussion, whereas NNS questions focused more on gathering 

information from the students and negotiating for meaning. An example from an individual 

student’s transcription data (Table 6) can help illustrate this point.  
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Table 6 

A Comparison of Transcription Data from Student A With a NS as Compared to a NNS 

NS Conversation with Student A NNS Conversation with Student A 

NS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A: 
NS: 
 
A: 
NS: 
 
A: 
NS:
A: 
NS: 
 
 
A: 

OK so let’s check it out. This is a Wikipedia 
page as a Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. 
Let’s look at this pyramid and talk about. 
It’s cool. You can see the top here , Self 
actualization at the top. And below the 
esteem. The below is love belonging. Oh the 
bellow is Physiological. You know 
understand these mean? 
Yes 
Which do you think most important means? 
Of course here. 
That’s right physiological. Do you know 
what physiological means? 
Physiological. I don’t know. 
How about physical meaning? 
Like body? 
That’s right. Physical and physiological are 
related. They both have this physical 
meaning, meaning body. What do you think 
that means? 
Well... 

A: 
NNS: 
A: 
NNS: 
A: 
NNS: 
*S2: 
NNS: 
 
A: 
NNS: 
 
A: 
NNS: 
A: 

I will go to study abroad. 
Wow where to? 
America. 
Nice! Only August? or one semester? 
Half year. 
Wow you too? 
No, only thinking. 
You can do soon don’t worry. You are 
going to be in August to December? 
Yes. 
Wow that’s a long time. Do you have 
any friends who are doing it with you?  
Yes. 
You are going ASP? or ISEP? 
ISEP. 
 
*S2 = Student 2, another participant in 
the conversation 
 

Note. Transcripts from Student A reflect a theme of what we want: In the NS Conversation, they 
discussed money versus love. In the NNS conversation, they discussed how they wanted to study 
abroad. 

 

Student A had more of a lesson structure with the NS, with direct questions being asked 

by the NS to Student A. Table 6 shows that the NS says “That’s right physiological. Do you 

know what physiological means?” and is followed by an explanation. However, a series of 

shorter, co-constructing exchanges were present in the NNS conversation on the same theme 

(“Only August? Or one semester?” as well as “You too?” which brings Student 3 in to the 
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conversation). While the NSs asked questions, they tended to take more time to explain answers 

and concepts, taking more of the time speaking, whereas the NNS asked shorter questions that 

drew more information out of the students participating in the conversation. 

With student A, comparing similar topics with the NS and NNS respectively, one can see 

patterns of a more didactic speech pattern on the part of the NS: NSs gave longer explanations 

and ask about knowledge and understanding (“What do you think most important means?”). In 

contrast, the NNS asked a series of questions to clarify answers given by the student (“Wow 

where to?” and “are you going to be in August to December?”). In student D’s conversation 

(Table 7), the conversation took on a more collaborative feel, with everyone trying to help one 

another through a more apparent negotiation of meaning. The student participants clarified that 

Okinawa is the only good place to visit beaches in Japan and that this was the case because most 

of the waters around the main islands are dirty. These were the major patterns seen with all 

students, but that does not mean that all NSs and NNSs made all of these moves in every 

conversation, only that these appeared enough to form a pattern in conversation. 

 

Table 7 

A Comparison of Transcription Data From Student D With a NS as Compared to a NNS 

NS Conversation with Student D NNS Conversation with Student D 

D: 
NS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Um,What plan in summer vacation?        
Um, so I’m thinking I want I have to go 
home to see my brother. Because he is 
getting married. I don’t like his wife. So I 
will go and congratulations, but then 
after I will introduce my girlfriend to my 
mom and my dad. They live different 
places we have to flight. I will do that. I 
will teach my girlfriend about American 
food, be like this is a real hamburger this 
is a real pizza. Japan cannot make either 
of them. And then when I come back, I 
really want to go to ryokan. Like to me 
like perfect Japanese summer vacation 
it’s like go to onsen , go to ryokan like 
relaxing like Ah. Then I can come back 

NN: 
D:  
*S2: 
NNS: 
D: 
NNS: 
S2: 
NNS: 
D: 
S2: 
NNS: 
D: 
 
NNS: 
D: 
NNS: 

Okay Okay. Where where is it 
Chiba?  
Chiba.  
Chiba? 
Have you seen Japanese ocean?  
No.  
I think you don’t have to maybe  
That’s not good.  
Yeah. 
Because because.  
Dirty.  
Because you are used to live in 
Vietnam.  
Yeah. I am Beginner. My city is 
Northern tho.  
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D: 
NS: 
 
 
 
D: 
NS: 
D: 

to what can Like OK. I’m OK. But, Ah, 
ryokan so good. Like perfect to me 
Japanese culture is going to ryokan and 
potato. Very good question. Thank you. 
Ladies can be anything. I can see you 
brain like chichi chichi. 
What is your favorite Japanese food? 
Easy boring question. But my favorite is 
unagi. 
Ah. 
So unagi specially like unazyu.  
Ah. 

 
D: 
S2: 
 
NNS: 
**S3: 
NNS: 
S3: 
NNS: 
D: 
NNS: 
 

And you could see beautiful ocean 
maybe 
Yeah.  
Yeah. Maybe Japanese ocean 
beautiful too.  
No. You will disappointed.  
Yeah. 
Yeah.  
Okinawa.  
Yeah.  
Just Okinawa.  
Okinawa yeah.  
 
*S2 = Student 2, another participant 
in the conversation 
**S3 = Student 3, another participant 
in the conversation 

Note. Transcripts from Student D reflect a theme of vacations: In the NS Conversation, Student 
D asks explicitly about summer vacation. In the NNS conversation, the group spends multiple 
turns building the dialogue up to summer vacation when they begin talking about Chiba. 
 

Implications 

 What we can gather from the research is two-fold: First, students perceive the time to be 

valuable for more affective than linguistic reasons and second, that the actual participation 

patterns differ between groups with a NS instructor and groups with NNS student interns, but not 

to a statistically significant degree. On the first point, students have multiple wants and needs 

when they visit a conversation lounge: Socialization is a key desire they expressed in the survey 

data. In addition to language practice, those running conversation lounges should consider the 

social aspects and desire to build relationships that students express a want for. This is where 

hiring student interns to run conversation sessions or groups could prove to be very effective in 

connecting the student community, especially if the campus has a large international student 

population. This will allow students a safe, controlled, and predictable situation in which they 

can use their English abilities to approach international students they may not have had the 

opportunity to interact with otherwise. 
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 Second, the actual patterns of participation and linguistic output changes when students 

are speaking with a NNS student intern. The length of their turns increases, as does the number 

of turns, meaning that even if language is possibly not be their key focus when visiting with a 

NNS intern, they are getting a more varied and involved practice than what they get with the NS 

instructors. This could be due to the difference in status and power between students and 

instructors, and allowing students the opportunity to practice with other students may allow them 

to participate more meaningfully in their limited time in a conversation lounge session. This also 

supports the idea of allowing student interns, with appropriate training and guidance, to lead 

conversations in English conversation lounge settings. 

Limitations 

 While the results are promising, it is important to note the limitations of this study. First, 

the PEP program is still relatively new, meaning that survey respondents in their third or fourth 

year might not have had the same PEP experiences as first and second year students. Each 

semester, the PEP program has grown considerably, increasing the number of international 

student interns and lounge reservations slots as well as improving the quality of the experience. 

As such, modifications to the PEP program every semester may have skewed the responses for 

those groups. 

 The lack of inclusion of NS interns is also a limitation. The semester of data collection, 

there were zero NS interns employed in the PEP program. While there have been NS interns in 

past semesters, the numbers have been relatively low, with only one NS intern working as an 

intern per semester, and they are not always assigned to the PEP program as part of their 

responsibilities. This could very well be a result of low enrollment, across Japan, of NS students 

(JASSO, 2020), giving a limited pool of applicants for such a program. Having NS intern data 

would be valuable because researchers could then compare data between NS and NNS interns to 

see if the differences examined were due to the interlocutors being peers, or if it was truly 

because they were fellow non-native speakers. 

 The number of students in each session could have had an effect on the participation 

patterns, as some sessions recorded for transcription had one student and one facilitator, two 

students and one facilitator, or three students and one facilitator. How the number of participants 

changes the dynamics of participation and turn-taking was not examined in this paper but would 
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be important to expand upon in further research. Similarly, how students interact with other 

student participants was not examined. While not a main focus, it was noted in the analysis of the 

transcripts that student engagement with other student participants (lateral conversation) was 

minimal. More often, the transcripts read more like a series of one-on-one conversations between 

each student and conversation leader, rather than a conversation that engaged everyone. 

Andersson and Nakahashi (2020) noted that while anxiety was low when engaging in work in 

English with conversation leaders, anxiety about talking among Japanese peers, in English, 

caused trepidation. This may be why the transcription data showed more direct conversation 

between students and conversation leaders and little interaction with other participants. While the 

results are encouraging for the promotion of language use between international students and 

Japanese students, it does not necessarily show positive benefits for conversations among 

Japanese student participants. Further research into this dynamic would also benefit the field 

immensely as one of the key selling points for student buy-in is that English lounge is a place 

where they can engage in casual conversation, but students might not view casual conversation 

with fellow student participants as desirable or even the main purpose of English Lounge. 

 Lastly, the role of the NS in the lounge was not thoroughly examined. In previous 

research, attitudes and expectations of instructors who lead conversations in lounges were 

examined (Garnica & Mislang, 2021), allowing for additional insights on what instructional staff 

expect of students in sessions. However, not all universities may employ their course instructors 

as conversation leaders in their conversation lounge spaces. There may be a different category of 

employment for those who work in the conversation lounge that distinguishes them from course 

instructors. Examining the potential benefits, drawbacks, and differences in participation patterns 

among the different models of running a conversation lounge or social language learning space 

would be the next step in the research process to continue to move the field forward. 

 
Conclusion  

The primary goal of the English Lounge is to help learners engage in communication 

practice with highly proficient users of the target language. We wanted to discover whether 

student perceptions of the purpose of the lounge changed when they were speaking with a NNS 

compared to a NS, whether or not they found that time valuable, and whether or not their actual 
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participation in lounge sessions mirrored those self-reported feelings about the English lounge. 

This study can help instructors and SALC administrative staff gain insights into their own 

English conversation areas. The addition of international student interns to lead conversation 

sessions was shown to have many potential benefits for the student participants’ affective and 

linguistic well-being: A desire for genuine connection with peers, conversation practice in 

English, and an increased participation pattern are all benefits observed from the data. Working 

with university administration and collaborating on hiring, training, and maintaining an 

international student intern staff might be one possible practice other universities may wish to 

integrate into their own SALC and English conversation spaces. Additionally, consideration of 

the complex relationship between student and instructor and how it affects participation is a 

recommended reflection that SALC managers should take when developing and maintaining 

programs such as these. 

Further research into how students engage with NS and NNS student conversation leaders 

would provide valuable insights into how students are participating, giving much-needed context 

to the word and turn count numbers. In addition, more in-depth qualitative inquiry through 

interviews may help collect data on factors that influence conversation experiences. Factors such 

as the different lengths of time in sessions, the number of participants allowed in each session, 

and the physical setup of the conversation space would help to move this conversation forward.  
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Appendix A: Student Survey 
 
The survey attached has been modified to fit the parameters of the journal. If readers would like 
access to the full survey, please contact the authors. 
 
Peer English Practice Questions 

➢ Did you like your experience? Why or why not? 
 

➢ In the 20-minute session, how many minutes do you speak?
○ 1 
○ 2 
○ 3 

○ 4 
○ 5 
○ More than 5
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➢ In the 20-minute session, how many minutes do other students speak?
○ 1 
○ 2 
○ 3 

○ 4 
○ 5 
○ More than 5

 
➢ In the 20-minute session, how many minutes does the PEP speak?

○ 1 
○ 2 
○ 3 

○ 4 
○ 5 
○ More than 5

 
➢ Do you think you get good practice with PEP? Why or why not?

 
➢ What do you want to practice with PEPs?

○ Speaking 
○ Listening 

○ Pronunciation 
○ Grammar

 
➢ What do you want to do most in Lounge with PEPs?

○ Learn about the PEP 
○ Learn about the PEP’s culture 
○ Talk about common topics (hobbies, weekend plans, university life, etc.) 
○ Talk about difficult or challenging topics (politics, emotion, psychology, etc.) 
○ Play a game 
○ Listen to stories from the PEP 
○ Tell stories myself 
○ Talk with the PEP and my peers 
○ Other

 


