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This is an account of a forum that was conceived of with the aim of bringing together different SIGs 

(Special Interest Groups) in order to cooperatively establish connections with one another and foster a 

clearer understanding and awareness of one another’s interests through oral dialogue. In a departure 

from many other conference forums, this session saw officers of the Teacher Development (TD) SIG 

each conduct one-to-one semi-structured interviews with a representative from the Teaching Younger 

Learners (TYL), Gender Awareness in Language Education (GALE), and Mixed, Augmented, and Virtual 

Reality (MAVR) SIGs before an audience. Given the unfamiliar nature of the forum, the article opens 

with a description of the aims and format of the session. This will be followed by interviewer narratives of 

each of the three interactions. Finally, the article will conclude with a summary of the points that were co-

constructively emergent through the interactive dialogues between SIGs. 

 

この論文は、幾つかの異なる、分野別研究会がその理解、及び認知度を促進すること、そして意見交換

や情報提供を通じて分野別研究会が連携することを目的とするために開かれたフォーラムの報告書であ

る。通常の学会のフォーラムとは異なり、このセッションでは Teacher Development SIG (教員養成研

究会）の役員が、Teaching Younger Learners SIG(低学年の学習者研究会), Gender Awareness in 

Language Education SIG (語学教育におけるジェンダー研究会), そして Mixed, Augmented and Virtual 

Reality SIG (MR, AR & VR の各研究会)の代表者たちと一対一の形式のあり程度決まった面談を観客の

前で行った。 このようなフォーラムは前例があまりないため、この論文の冒頭ではセッションの形式、

目的について述べる。 次にそれぞれの意見交換の詳細について述べたい。最後に分野別研究会の意見交

換を通じて出てきた包括的な問題点や共通点について纏めをこの論文の結論としたい。 

 

The JALT PanSIG conference is an annual event 

involving SIGs collaborating in order to conduct a 

conference showcasing work being carried out across 

various disciplines in the language teaching profession. 

SIGs are defined as “smaller groups within the overall 

organization or association that focus on specialized 

topics” (Davidson & Coombe, 2018, p. 137). In practical 

terms, SIGs function as semi-autonomous committees 

within JALT (Keith, 2010), facilitating different nodes of 

activity. Theoretically, SIGs could interchangeably be 

considered to be teacher support groups, teacher 

networks, learning communities (Barfield, 2014), and 

communities of practice (England, 2018). At the time of 

writing, JALT has 28 unique SIGs representing individual 

areas of inquiry into language education and related 

matters. In many senses, the conference is the 

culmination of a cooperative effort between SIGs, with 

the conference providing a space where each special 

interest can be represented alongside one another. 

Although there is clear cooperation between SIGs, it 

remains questionable as to whether members on behalf 

of SIGs collaborate with others on a level of professional 
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and critical engagement. While some JALT members 

freely join multiple SIGs and combine numerous 

research interests, it seems worthwhile for SIGs to also 

physically engage with one another to share and develop 

an understanding of others’ interest areas. With 

additions to the JALT family being continually made, this 

could be reflective of the expanding and fragmenting 

makeup of the wider applied linguistics field. Medgyes 

(2017) observes that “researchers are locked up in their 

own little cage with no periscope available to scan the 

whole landscape,” whereby “experts in second language 

acquisition,” for example, “seldom exchange views with 

lexicographers,” and that typically, “academic discourse 

is conducted among a handful of fellow researchers 

working in the same specialist field” (p. 493). Given this 

trend, it seems important for practitioners working across 

different sub-disciplines to maintain an interface with one 

another, not just across the wider field, but also within 

local teaching associations (TA) such as JALT. This 

article is an account of a forum that was conceived of 

with the aim of bringing SIGs into closer and more 

meaningful contact with one another, in order to foster 

greater understandings of each other’s work, and 

envisage future collaborative agendas within the JALT 

association together. 

The Forum Aims 
Although the PanSIG conference continues to provide a 

space for participants to present and attend practical and 

theoretically-focused sessions, and informally interact 

with other participants, it seems that further spaces and 

sessions could be created to allow SIGs to come 

together and learn from one another in a more dialogic 

mode of transmission. Unlike other forums, which 

traditionally see practitioners sharing completed or 

ongoing projects with others, this paper’s forum 

foregrounded the exploration of new ideas and 

discoveries, co-created in the moment by SIG actors. 

The TD SIG used their allotted forum at the conference 

to create a chance for different SIGs to connect in 

dialogue with one another, with aims of: 

       1.   Providing a space for meaningful and  

             genuine interaction between SIGs; 

       2.   Developing deeper understandings of each  

             other’s activities through dialogue; 

       3.   Exploring teacher development stories  

             across SIGs; and 

       4.   Encouraging more formal exchanges across   

             our field. 

A tacit ethos of the TD SIG is to promote the 

growth of teachers as professionals. Through ongoing 

SIG activities, there is a belief that teacher development 

partly happens informally through conversation. The 

aims of this forum similarly reflect the beliefs of Zeldin 

(1998) who views conversations as a “a meeting of 

minds with different memories and habits,” and that 

“when minds meet, they don't just exchange facts: they 

transform them, reshape them, draw different 

implications from them, and engage in new trains of 

thought.” Therefore, “conversation doesn't just reshuffle 

the cards: it creates new cards” (p. 14). 

The forum also allowed for the opportunity for 

meaningful exchanges about the JALT teaching 

association (TA) itself, and about SIGs’ roles within it. 

This supports and corresponds with an emerging focus 

on TA-research that is characterized as “a collective 

attempt within a TA to carry out research based on 

members’ expressed practical needs” (Smith & Kuchah, 

2016, p. 213). Although the forum was chiefly devised of 

with the four aforementioned collegial aims in mind, in 

bringing SIG representatives together in this way, the 

forum organizers were hopeful that future ideas for 

professional initiatives would be established. Although 

ideas were informally expressed in the forum, a number 

of potential “research priority areas” that could instigate 

future TA projects (Kuchah & Smith, 2018) were sparked 

through collaborative dialogue. 

The Forum Format 
The forum’s format follows a previous project titled 

Global Educators, Local Connections (Schaefer, Turner, 

& Lowe, 2018). In both sessions, three one-to-one semi-

structured interviews were conducted before an 

audience. The interviews were considered to be semi-

structured, owing the interviewer’s flexibility (Gall, Gall, & 

Borg, 2007), and a mixture of prepared questions and 

follow up questions in response to interviewee 
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utterances (Mann, 2016). The choice of interaction drew 

upon Edge’s (2002) Cooperative Development 

principals: a non-judgmental form of professional 

interaction that allows for (self-) development. Before the 

forum, organizers prepared a series of questions themed 

around areas of focus including SIG specific and teacher 

development questions, designed to allow SIG 

representatives the space to illustrate their group’s work. 

Following the interviews, a panel discussion supported 

by questions from audience members concluded the 

forum. The interviewees were further encouraged to 

reflect on each other’s exchanges throughout the forum.   

Preparation saw the organizers carefully consider 

which SIGs and representatives to invite, agreeing on 

the following invitees: 

Kenn Gale - Coordinator of Teaching Younger 

Learners (TYL) SIG; 

Gerry Yokota - Officer of Gender Awareness in 

Language Education (GALE) SIG; and 

Eric Hawkinson - Coordinator of Mixed, Augmented, 

and Virtual Reality (MAVR) SIG. 

Through correspondence, certain selection criteria 

emerged. The organizers wanted to feature SIGs that 

had not recently collaborated with the TD SIG, SIGs that 

were of personal interest to the organizers, and above all, 

SIGs that were new to, or perceivably less familiar within 

the JALT association. Once the three chosen SIGs had 

been set, the organizers were keen to see what 

connections and themes would emerge, given the three 

decidedly different areas of interest. 

Interview Narratives 
Each of the following interview narratives are abridged, 

with the organizers using audio recordings to construct 

written summaries. Interviewees are referred to by 

forename throughout. Each summary is written from the 

perspective of the individual interviewer indicated in 

parentheses. 

Interview 1: Kenn Gale (by Amanda J. 
Yoshida) 
I asked Kenn to briefly describe the TYL SIG, with Kenn 

describing the high level of energy amongst members, 

with a major focus of the SIG being a platform for 

learning and sharing in an informal way. Concerned 

about how TYL members were coming to terms with 

MEXT’s push for introducing English in the classroom 

earlier and earlier (International Education Division, n.d.), 

I asked how TYL would address this. Kenn said that as a 

SIG, TYL has not formed a committee to decide how to 

contribute to this cause; however, his school has a 

department that dispatches ALTs to work in 23 local 

public schools. Teaching methods and techniques differ 

greatly depending on the teacher, but Kenn explained 

the current popular methods of teaching young learners 

in Japan and how his members attempt to promote these 

methods within the public school’s English educations at 

elementary level. For preschool and kindergarten, Kenn 

explained that they focus on child-centered approaches, 

which is apparent in the professional development 

sessions and invited speakers that TYL works with. The 

child-centered approach refers to hands-on, active, and 

inquiry-based styles of teaching. Kenn remarked that he 

often tells teachers to think of themselves as tour guides, 

whose job it is to guide the students to learn. However, 

when it comes to teaching, Kenn felt that while the 

Japanese teachers’ skillsets are high, if not higher than 

his own teaching staff, he acknowledged that teaching a 

foreign language can be intimidating for elementary 

school teachers. He affirmed that ALTs need to give 

more support, and he hopes the JTEs and ALTs can 

collaborate in teaching foreign languages by sharing 

methods and techniques that work for various groups of 

learners. He acknowledges that ALTs and other teachers 

of younger learners are professionals at teaching English 

and working with children. Meanwhile, the Japanese 

elementary school teachers have a lot of other subjects 

and responsibilities, and they may value all the help they 

can get with teaching English. 

Kenn followed by saying that the SIG is 

growing and benefits from having members that exude a 

great amount of energy and show a hunger for more. In 

response to demand, TYL has been sponsoring 

numerous chapter events around Japan in which they 

contribute by covering printing costs and sending 

representatives. Since Kenn’s school has finances to 

hold monthly professional development sessions, he 

opens it up to SIG members so that they can be exposed 

to the various activities and speakers. In addition, JALT 

Junior is the SIG’s main annual event. JALT Junior 

resembles a mini-conference within the JALT 
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International Conference and is unique in that the 

atmosphere is energetic and lively, complete with 

examples of teaching paraphernalia. Kenn invited 

anyone interested in teaching younger learners to visit 

the area at the next JALT conference. 

In an attempt to connect the TYL SIG and TD 

SIG, I asked Kenn how he could see the two SIGs 

cooperating in the future. Kenn explained that teachers 

travel from all over to attend the monthly training 

sessions at his school, reflecting a demand for 

continuous teacher development. Kenn also suggested 

that the potential of co-sponsorship with chapters and 

other SIGs to bring the theme of teaching younger 

learners together with teacher development and other 

SIG themes, since every area of teaching requires 

development. 

Finally, I asked Kenn to tell us what his future 

vision of the TYL SIG is. Kenn indicated that he hopes 

for a consistent platform, and to develop some regular 

annual events in which groups of local chapters and 

SIGs can co-sponsor events, ensuring a higher and 

more diverse attendance. 

Interview 2: Gerry Yokota (by Michael Ellis) 
I first asked Gerry to introduce GALE’s goals and 

activities. Gerry stated that the SIG’s aims are to 

research gender’s implications on language education, 

improve pedagogical practices, develop language 

teaching materials, raise awareness of workplace and 

human rights issues related to gender, and increase 

networking opportunities among language professionals. 

I encouraged Gerry to describe challenges in 

promoting gender awareness in Japan, a country which 

the World Economic Forum reports has dropped three 

places in the global gender equality rankings to 114 out 

of 144 (WEF, 2013). Gerry encouraged teachers in 

various contexts with various levels of autonomy to find 

good, gender literate textbooks when possible, but also 

to use weaker textbooks as opportunities to critically 

raise awareness of their problems. Gerry invited 

participants to use resources, especially newsletters and 

journals from groups such as GALE and International 

Gender and Language Association (IGALA). She 

recommended that teachers avoid simply presenting 

random articles and issues to students, but rather 

carefully scaffold the materials to support students’ 

exploration. Gerry felt that if teachers do not guide 

carefully students’ explorations of multiple perspectives, 

unexamined stereotypes may proliferate. 

Moving the discussion to classroom 

applications of gender awareness raising, I asked Gerry 

to describe GALE’s influence on her professional 

development. After recounting her experience at her first 

GALE conference, Gerry shared lessons from Keiko 

Ochiai, founder of the feminist bookstore Crayon House 

(See Masumizu, 2017). Ochiai is an advocate of 

equitable power sharing, making her realize that those in 

positions of power, such as full-time teachers at 

universities, must not shy away from using power, but 

rather use their fair share of such positions and platforms 

to help raise others. Gerry hoped this lesson provides a 

foundation for our practice as teachers. 

Next, I mentioned how impressed I was that 

GALE’s forum the previous day highlighted women of 

color’s struggles in across the world, asking her about 

GALE’s level of consciousness in promoting 

intersectionality. Gerry explained that while GALE as a 

group tries their hardest to be the best they can, they 

actively encourage advice about for how the SIG can do 

better. She continued by explaining that LGBTIA+ issues 

and issues related to ethnicity and other intersections 

are focuses of GALE. She mentioned an article in a 

GALE newsletter which offered suggestions for things to 

do on the first day of class to foster safe places for 

students, such as including LGBT and ally symbols in 

presentation slideshows. She referenced a plenary talk 

she gave at the JALT2014 conference in Tsukuba titled 

Beyond the Binary, and directed attendees to the GALE 

journal to read a related interview and many other 

articles which tackle intersectional issues (Yokota, 2015). 

Within the discussion of intersectionality, I 

asked Gerry to comment on how GALE supports 

transgender people specifically, as it seems that one 

shortcoming of some otherwise progressively minded 

feminists is a failure to recognize transwomen as women 

or to understand non-binary gender identities. Gerry 

responded by referring to the spectrum of feminism and 

the wide variety of different feminisms. She recognized 

that there are those who question the concept of 

transgender due to the tendency of some to replicate 

oppressive gender roles in their relationships. Gerry 
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emphasized that this is not the case for all transgender 

people, nor is this position held by all feminists, and that 

we must respect the wide spectrum of diversities and 

seek common ground. Gerry insisted that rather than 

avoiding such differences or pushing them under the rug, 

we must confront them head on. 

To conclude, I thanked Gerry for bringing up the concept 

of a spectrum of feminisms, before asking the audience 

to never forget the relevance of non-binary gender 

identity to us as teachers, especially teachers of young 

people. 

Interview 3: Eric Hawkinson (by Matthew W. 
Turner) 
Eric first introduced the focus and scope of the fledgling 

MAVR SIG he coordinates, stressing that although there 

is a tendency to view the SIG as being technology-based 

and tools oriented, the members hope to explore what 

this technology represents moving forward, as well as 

studying the disruptiveness of this technology. 

Referring to a quote attributed to Marshall 

McLuan, that “we shape our tools, and thereafter our 

tools shape us,” Eric explained that the internet age has 

afforded new and unprecedented ways of interaction. 

Eric, therefore, feels the SIG should attempt to navigate 

the facets of these ongoing paradigm shifts. 

Eric responded to perceptions that the MAVR 

SIG and the Computer-assisted Language Learning SIG 

(CALL) are similar. Differentiating the two, Eric 

reaffirmed that his SIG is not purely technology focused, 

but about its representations. Eric charted how the 

computer age became the mobile age, and that given 

how ubiquitous technology has become, it could be 

considered that a further paradigm shift is in motion. 

Following this, I asked the MAVR SIG’s formation 

reflects the surrounding teaching community and wider 

society. Eric referred to Gerry’s earlier interview, 

explaining that although JALT is centrally concerned with 

language teaching, the association’s membership is 

interested in how communication and relationships in 

society may be evolving more broadly. Eric asked 

attendees to consider what being another gender could 

feel like, and how digital advances are letting us shape 

and create possible new personal identities, explaining 

how this technology has implications on wider humanity. 

I encouraged some examples of the SIG’s 

output, recounting the group’s forum I attended. Eric 

explained how the forum presentations portrayed 

different realities, in that there were participants dealing 

with technical aspects by developing new applications 

and tools for the community, but also participants with 

projects concerned with connecting people via social 

causes. I paraphrased Eric’s ideas by exploring how this 

technology appears not only supplementary, but 

transformative in nature, exposing students to multiple 

realities that can be virtually present in classrooms. 

Regarding teacher development, I asked Eric 

how he encourages teachers to experiment with 

disruptive technology. Eric stated that novice educators 

have numerous inexpensive ways to sample such 

technology. Eric mentioned Google Cardboard as being 

an affordable and accessible way to try immersive 360 

degrees videos with smartphones. Eric explained how 

our thought patterns, our sense of agency, and our 

emotional responses are changing through experiencing 

immersive videos. I asked Eric about teacher 

development possibilities through the use of related 

technology. Eric suggested this technology has the 

ability to give individuals feelings of proximity to others, 

allowing groups such as SIGs, who may geographically 

operate in different locations, to interact in more 

immersive ways. 

Following on, I asked if there could be dangers 

that the so-called ‘wow factor’ of using new technology 

might become a distraction. I wondered how educators 

could judge the relationship between technology and 

pedagogically robust principles. Eric stressed that some 

of the most important work his SIG should do is maintain 

skepticism, especially with regard to the commercial 

narrow-sightedness of technological tools. Eric 

mentioned the problematic privacy and data-gathering 

aspects of digital platforms, and the physical dangers 

that augmented games bring. With these issues set to be 

further exacerbated, Eric wishes the MAVR SIG remain 

conscious to these developments. 

Finally, Eric stated that the SIG should provide 

a safe, inclusive, flexible, and altogether disruptive 

environment, where boundaries are pushed and new 

understandings are gained. Along with emerging 

technologies, Eric hopes for the SIG not to be too rigid in 
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focus, but instead loosely guided by the aforementioned 

values and beliefs. 

The Panel Discussion 
This section summarizes the open discussion session 

that followed the individual interview exchanges. Invitees 

were asked to join together, with the forum organizers 

encouraging the interviewees to engage with one 

another. Audience members were also encouraged to 

add to the discussion. The invitees drew parallels 

between their personal and SIG interests and developed 

understandings with each other. The following four 

sections are arranged by the themes explored. 

Young Learners, Technology, and Privacy 
The panel agreed that technology is pivotal in early 

language education. However, the panelists raised 

privacy issues related to technology’s presence. Eric 

claimed that while higher education has the flexibility the 

comes with working with young adults, elementary, junior, 

and senior high schools however are governed by laws 

aimed at protecting young children from being 

represented on social media for example. Eric felt 

disruptive technology uses could invade privacy in 

potentially deep ways, whether the teacher is aware or 

not. Eric asked Kenn to comment on any pushback 

issues from working with technology in public schools. 

Kenn explored his experiences with using social media 

such for marketing purposes with kindergartens and 

preschools. He mentioned that as little as five percent of 

parents have resisted their children’s involvement. Kenn 

reflected on the challenges for teachers who must 

remain diligent and conscious to these issues, by paying 

attention to online output. 

Technology, Gender, and Identity 
Gerry wanted to find out what MAVR SIG’s position was 

with regard to Japan’s world position on gender equality 

within the larger educational context. Gerry highlighted 

the term disrupt, a recurrent theme during Eric’s 

interview. Eric explored how immersive technology like 

VR and AR has been described as an empathy machine, 

with movie directors attempting to use technology to put 

people in others’ shoes, creating a sense of agency. 

Immersive feelings, therefore, can offer new 

perspectives and insight into different lives such as 

another genders. With regard to education, Eric 

mentioned how young people use such technology to 

experiment with new identities and forms in online 

games. Gerry expressed her wish that Eric’s SIG 

promote the term empathy machines more, feeling that 

people sense this technology may be having a negative 

effect on empathy, such as cyberbullying cases. Gerry 

encouraged opportunities for showing how this 

technology could promote empathy. 

Gender, Intersectionality, and Young 
Learners 
The discussion developed to questioning gender and 

intersectionality issues with young learners. An attendee 

explained that any inclusion should be at an age-

appropriate level, given that very young learners won’t 

be able to process some details. Another attendee 

remarked on themselves as being an educator dealing 

with intersectionality related issues, and that giving 

young children the opportunity to be taught by similar 

teachers may provide early exposure. Gerry raised the 

potential for teachers’ own implicit biases and the 

possibility of unconsciously indoctrinating young learners 

with personal prejudices. However, she also pointed to 

studies indicating that young adults are interested in 

learning about LGBTIA+ issues despite teachers 

perhaps thinking otherwise. Gerry concluded that 

teachers should be making informed and firmly grounded 

decisions about what is appropriate to introduce to 

young learners. Eric suggested that technology has 

afforded more familiarity and reduced the controversy 

with young people, given the way information is 

communicated. Kenn additionally warned that because 

young learners have no preconceptions, presenting such 

issues should be done so carefully. 

JALT and Teachers of Young Learners 
An audience member asked the panel about how SIGs 

could help teachers of young learners and/or those 

working in the eikaiwa industry to understand that JALT 

is inclusive of their interests. Kenn said he joined his SIG 

to provide an example for teachers he works with, in 

hoping to maintain professional engagement. Although 

Kenn said he was successful in bringing fellow teachers 

to a JALT event, useful sessions for the group were 

lacking. In response, Kenn cited JALT Junior as an event 

for teachers of young learners to experience 

demonstrations of high applicability to their classrooms. 

An audience member contributed by suggesting a sense 
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of difficulty in attracting Japanese teachers of English to 

JALT, expressing a wish that SIGs could collectively 

think about ways to attract them. Some ideas followed, 

ranging from promoting the affordability of local chapter 

and SIG membership, making efforts to have more 

sessions in Japanese, increasing awareness, forming 

partnerships with local boards of education, and the 

possibility of using emerging technology to provide 

online content and virtual opportunities for participating 

in JALT events. 

Evaluation of Forum 
This paper documented an experimental forum that 

brought different SIGs together to share in a cooperative 

and collaborative form of dialogue. The forum was 

largely successful in its aims of developing mutual 

understanding about each other’s SIG’s interests, finding 

commonality between each group’s activities, and 

collaboratively uncovering potential projects together 

within the JALT association through actual conversation. 

The organizers of the forum encourage similar dialogic 

sessions be created at future events, and hope this 

paper illustrates the value of SIGs participating in 

dialogue with each other. 
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