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Imagine trying to separate all your life experiences to put them in boxes. Dividing up all the complex events that define who you are and why you are the way you are, and arranging them neatly so that you might be understood according to various theories about the human psyche. Take, for instance, learning a second language. Where would you begin isolating this aspect from the other areas of your life? You could start before your earliest memories, when you uttered your first words in your mother tongue. Or perhaps from your first day at school, or your first language class. Where would you draw the lines that define the experience of learning one or multiple second languages? Is it even possible? When I began writing this book, I quickly came to believe (and still do) that we all exist within narratives that cannot be conveniently divided to clarify particular lived experiences. As such, later events result from countless earlier incidents, so the stories we tell about these incidents need to be sufficiently detailed. This book is about narratives of this kind. 

Later in this volume, you will find many such narratives, specifically those of student staff members working in self-access centres in Japanese universities, but before you read these, I feel it is appropriate to begin with my story: about my language learning history and the journey that led me to teach in Japan and conduct the research contained within this book. I hope that through this story, you might understand the events that formed my attitudes and beliefs about language learning and education, which inform the conclusions I come to later in the book. While the total story is undoubtedly more complex than the one you will read (with branches extending out and influenced by my personal, social, learning and work life), my story epitomises the kind of narrative I present in later chapters to reveal the motivations of student staff members working in self-access centres. As with many of my participants’ stories, I begin the narrative with my earliest memories of language learning.
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My Story


[image: ]




This is my story. I remember being excited as a primary-school student, probably around 10 years old, by the prospect of learning French, that illusive language of a country I thought I could see across the channel on a clear day, of Disneyland Paris, and of which, to my knowledge, only my auntie, my teacher, and of course the French people had access to. Bonjour! Je m’appelle... My name is still Chris in French? Wow! Yet, two years after becoming a secondary school student, I had had quite enough of my French classes. French was difficult, and besides, I was only required to take one modern language for my final two years as a secondary school student. 

See, I had to take German and French for the first three years at secondary school. And German was by far the easier language for me. As far as I was concerned, it was just like English; it just had some false friends or words that sound like English words but carry a different meaning, as my German teacher described them. So, I stopped studying for my French classes and later dropped the subject. When it came to studying German, in my final stretch at secondary school, I was not the best student (though I was not the worst). I believed that if I did not pick up the language in the class, I would not pick it up outside, either. I also resented the call-and-response style of teaching, whereby I was regularly asked to respond to the teacher’s questions in front of the class; I was pretty successful in learning the language because it was essentially drilled into me out of fear (I can still recite the self-introduction I learnt for a speaking test). I finished school with average grades and strange ideas about language learning.

My next encounter with language learning bore some similarities to my earlier experiences. I grew up in the 1990s when Japanese culture permeated Western media. Sushi pizzas and martial arts in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. The not actually Japanese sumo impersonating pro-wrestler Yokozuna. Video games on the Sega Megadrive. All things that were either Japanese or did their best to imitate and depict its culture. I assume these early encounters with Japan and its culture planted the seeds for my moving to the country as a teacher.

In sixth-form college, I became more curious about Japanese culture as the internet introduced me to anime and manga. I started to learn my first Japanese words from these sources and video games like Shenmue II. I distinctly remember learning the Japanese word ‘ohayou’ as it was repeated every morning by characters in that game. Japanese felt so mysterious to me at this time. It was as if an entire world and its culture were locked away behind the language, and I wanted to know what lay behind that door. My interest in all things Japan culminated in my decision to take Japanese Studies at university.

My Japanese studies, which began as a language I taught myself for fun, quickly became another subject to be studied. When it was the former, I would enjoy sitting at home teaching myself new phrases and vocabulary. But at university, I had to race through 100 kanji on a Thursday night to get ready for the weekly test on Friday. I still believed that simply being in the classroom would be enough to pick up all the grammar and vocabulary I needed. Because of this, despite arriving at university with some experience with Japanese from my self-studies, I fell from being one of the more capable students in the beginner class to being near the relegation zone, if one could be demoted from a class. I did not attend any Japanese society events, probably out of shyness. As for any conversations with my Japanese friends, I can only assume they pretended to understand what I thought I was talking about. 

In my third year at university, I went to study in Osaka, Japan. There, the call-and-response approach to teaching continued. I did not enjoy this at all; in fact, I found it stressful. Strangely, I did like, and excelled in, the culture-centred classes, especially my Japanese cinema and religion classes. However, I struggled in the language classes, which in turn affected my motivation to learn Japanese. Studying the language after class was not on the cards for me. These patterns continued back in England, in my final year at university, where I had only one language class.

After graduating from university, I moved to Hiroshima, where my relationship with Japanese changed. In Hiroshima, Japanese became a tool through which I communicated with others. I picked up the language informally by talking to friends and eating lunch with the students at the schools I worked at (who were unforgiving with the speed at which they spoke, the dialect they used and when pointing out the mistakes I made). Formal study, where I sat down with a textbook and wrote until I remembered grammar points, only picked up when I realised I needed Japanese language qualifications outside of my degree. Consequently, when I achieved this goal, my studies quickly stopped. Looking back, I am quite satisfied with my language ability after living in Japan for thirteen years. I do not understand a lot of the dialogue in movies, but I can handle myself in job interviews and have presented at work-related meetings in Japanese. Would I like to learn more? Yes, but I do not really have the drive to study the genres I would have to improve. Business Japanese, Japanese newspaper language, proverbs – none of these personally inspire me to pick up my mechanical pencil and renew my studies, and I do not feel that they would benefit me socially to do so. And so, here I am, with ok-ish Japanese.

This book and the narratives within are a product of this and analogous language-learning journeys. In my case, my journey led me to finding a job I never imagined existed: teaching in self-access centres. I say found, in fact, I more or less stumbled upon it after eight years as an assistant language teacher in elementary and junior high school left me jaded as a teacher. Thinking the job sounded like fun (and it definitely felt like a step-up in my career), I began working in my first self-access centre in 2020. I started out mostly teaching; holding English speaking practice sessions, hosting group conversations with other student staff members, workshops, and generally trying to navigate online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Eventually, I got involved in training student staff members and supporting them in their duties. In later roles, either because these self-access centres did not have coordinators or logistically they required all teachers at them to get involved with additional duties, I became more directly involved with recruitment and training, making significant decisions regarding the student staff members I worked with. However, in every self-access centre I have worked at, I have always had close relationships with the student staff members there. I have always made a point of trying to get to know them when they have joined the services I have taught, or just by talking to them during their shifts. They are my favourite part of working in self-access centres.

The student staff members I met in my first role in self-access language learning were positive, hard-working and seriously motivated to learn languages. I spent a long time talking to many of them about their language studies, personal lives and their future goals. My experiences with them starkly contrasted with my own as a language learner. Moreover, their positivity made this particular part of my life so enjoyable that I was determined to continue working at self-access centres, get a master’s degree and do my dissertation research, which I completed in spring 2024, about student staff members like them. This book has evolved from that dissertation.

My research started naturally with me considering what I wanted to learn from the student staff members I intended to study. From my own experiences working in self-access centres and from the literature I found when researching student staff member motivation, I had several questions I wished to explore. Principally, I was curious about ‘what motivates student staff members to begin and continue their roles?’. I knew that some explanations for student staff member motivation had already been offered in SALL research, such as the opportunity to make friends and learn languages (see Chapter 3). However, these benefits are available to both self-access centre users and student staff members - both can access a social-learning community and services in their self-access centres where they can learn or practice languages while meeting others. Taking this into account, I wanted to ask, ‘why had the student staff members, who had initially been users, become student staff members?’. Lastly, while pondering this question, I identified that, in some cases, being paid was one of the key differences between being a user and a student staff member. So, my final question became, ‘does financial compensation influence student staff members’ motivation?’. With these questions in mind, I interviewed the eight student staff members for my dissertation and wrote co-constructed narratives about each of their journeys as language learners and student staff members in self-access centres. You can find these stories in Chapter 5. I very much encourage you to read them; they, like the students themselves, are truly fascinating.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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This book is about what motivates student staff members, henceforth SSMs, working in self-access centres (SACs). I explore SSMs’ experiences as learners, workers or volunteers in SACs through narrative inquiry, and compare these experiences with the perceptions of coordinators running similar institutions. My goal is that by comparing the various stories in this volume, we might illuminate what motivates SSMs to begin or continue their roles. After all, if we can appreciate and implement changes to reflect what motivates the students assisting us in SACs or related settings, we should be able to create better self-access experiences for all stakeholders, from SSMs to SAC users, teachers and administrators alike.

Outline of the Book

The book is divided into three sections: Background and Theoretical Concepts, Investigation and Analysis, and Practical Applications. In the first section, covering Chapters 2 to 4, you will find an introduction to important background information and theoretical concepts discussed within this volume. The second section includes Chapters 5 to 7. Here, we delve into the SSMs’ and coordinators’ narratives, analyse the themes that come out of these and compare them with each other. The final section largely consists of suggestions on how to use the findings I present in this book to help make SACs with promote and support SSM motivation.

Section 1: Background and Theoretical Concepts

In Chapter 2, we explore motivation, self-determination theory, and learner autonomy. In Chapter 3, you will find my definition of SSMs and a review of existing research on SSM motivation. In the final chapter of this section (Chapter 4), we focus on narrative inquiry. Within it, I outline this approach to qualitative research, illuminate why I decided it would be useful for my research, and provide details on how I employed it.

Section 2: Investigation and Analysis

This section begins with Chapter 5, where you will find all eight SSM narratives presented in full. Chapter 6 contains a discussion and analysis of them. In this chapter, I also make connections between the SSMs’ narratives and the research I presented in Chapters 2 and 3. In Chapter 7, we see how the SSMs’ narratives compare with peer tutors in Canada and Hong Kong, via the narratives of two writing centre coordinators located in these regions. Through these accounts, we see how the findings are relevant to settings outside of Japan and in contexts other than SACs.

Section 3: Practical Applications

In Chapter 8, I apply my findings to developing SSMs’ motivation in SACs. You will find suggestions to help you transform effective practices at your SAC, or similar setting, in ways that SSMs will find motivating. These applications focus on supporting the three basic psychological needs (BPNs) present in self-determination theory (autonomy, competence and relatedness). These suggestions, being informed not only by the SSMs’ narratives but also by those of the writing centre coordinators, present the opportunity for using them in settings other than SACs, despite the book not primarily targeting such settings. Finally, in Chapter 9, we conclude with my personal reflection and propositions for further research. It is my hope that you take on some of these and contribute to the body of research on SSMs and their motivation by exploring it in further contexts, so that we continue to learn more about its intricacies. By doing so, I hope we might find more ways to maximise SSM motivation, as I believe accomplishing this would support creating a reciprocal relationship where we create increasingly student-focused and student-led SACs, or similar environments, that sustain motivation and are simultaneously more autonomy-supportive, benefit both SALL practitioners and SSMs alike. 

Who is the Book For?

I have primarily aimed this book at those working within self-access contexts or those tasked with setting one up. Through this volume, I offer practical advice vis-à-vis SSMs, proposing how to make the SSM role more attractive by transforming it into one more likely to motivate students, and how to better support students once they begin volunteering or working at SACs. As those working in SACs may know, SSMs often view their role as both a language learning activity and work, muddying the boundaries between student and worker. Their roles may or may not be paid, or they may only be paid for certain activities at specific times. They also often use their centres as social spaces, spending time in them outside of their shifts, but even during such occasions, engaging with other students as SSMs - further blurring the line between employee and volunteer. I believe this creates a fairly unique situation in the language-learning field, but one that may resemble situations in other contexts. Therefore, although this advice is aimed above all at staff working in SACs, it may be applicable to other settings.

Here, for the most part, I am referring to writing centres, but my proposals might extend to other kinds of learning centres, learning commons, community centres, or any other setting where workers or volunteers might use a space socially and for work, where there is no black and white divide between volunteer and paid activities, or in other contexts that employ students. Due to the similarities between SACs and writing centres in particular, I also delve into research on peer tutors and include the narratives of two writing centre coordinators, one working in Canada and one in Hong Kong, respectively. Through these inclusions, you, too, may be able to spot the commonalities these two contexts possess and how the advice I offer within may also apply to such contexts. Thus, beyond SACs, I believe the book may also be relevant to any individuals working in settings where the distinction between worker, volunteer, learner, or user may not be entirely clear. 

​What are SACs?

For those unacquainted with self-access environments, a simple definition might describe SACs as an alternative to formal language classrooms, generally, physical spaces found within higher learning institutions offering materials and language learning support which may include second language (L2) practice with teachers or other students, L2 learning advising sessions with teachers or opportunities for social learning (Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022a). The use of such services for L2 learning has been referred to by Cotterall and Reinders (2001) as self-access language learning (SALL), with Gardner and Miller (1999) stating the primary aim of this approach to learning to be “the moving of learners from teacher dependence towards autonomy” (p. 34). More specifically, this goal might be achieved through SAC services, though the exact services provided may vary depending on the institution, predominantly universities or schools. The services are usually set up to assist various types of L2 learners regardless of their ability, preferred learning style, or any other variable related to the learning process (Cotterall & Reinders, 2001). One such service, typically offered by SACs, is advising sessions. These are dialogue-based interactions between learners and language advisors aiming to guide learners to become more effective, autonomous learners (Carson & Mynard, 2012) and to help them reach their learning goals (Yamashita, 2015). To support these processes, SACs may own resources, including DVDs, computers, books, and printouts, and they may have areas available for group work, individual study, workshops, and classes. In line with an ethos of supporting L2 learners, the use of SAC services and resources tends to be free for students, and students are not normally formally assessed. These points, fundamental tenets of SALL, contrast SACs with language schools or similar environments (Benson, 2011; Reinders & Lázaro, 2007). 

However, SACs have not always appeared in the fashion I have described them thus far; rather, they have evolved over fifty years, going through a number of phases which built on earlier ideas to eventually resemble their description above. Initially, SACs developed out of language labs in the 1970s (Lavolette & Claflin, 2021) when materials provision and not learner autonomy was the focus of such spaces (Mynard, 2023). Later, the first SAC, CRAPEL (Centre de Recherches et d’Applications Pédagogiques en Langues), was founded at the University of Lorraine in Nancy, France (Holec, 2000, in Mynard, 2023). Its director, Henri Holec, who established the concept of learner autonomy (Raya & Vieira, 2020), viewed centres specialising in the development of learner autonomy as essential (Thornton, 2020a), connecting this idea to SACs. Around this time, several other SACs opened in the UK before the concept spread out of Europe, first to Mexico, then to Hong Kong, as well as other locations (Tassinari, 2024). Thus, between the 1970s and 1990s, SACs increasingly focused on learner autonomy, which was developed via services and resources focused on the individual. This phase was followed by a similar one, lasting up until the early 2000s, which concentrated on incorporating computers in SACs so that they might be used to assist language learners (Mynard, 2023; Tassinari, 2024). More recently, the development of technology has allowed SACs to exchange banks of computers with online learning materials via websites, extending the boundaries of SACs from the physical to the virtual (Thornton, 2020a).

Beginning in the 2010s, one of the bigger shifts in SACs came as they gradually became more focused on social learning. This change is evident in a number of studies, but especially so in the work of Garold Murray and colleagues on the L-Café at Okayama University, Japan (Murray & Fujishima, 2016). Murray (2018) depicts a SAC as a complex community of users who share goals and assist each other through their knowledge and experiences. This rethinking of SACs is exemplified by Allhouse (2014a; 2014b; 2015), who documented how, over ten years, a centre at the University of Bradford, UK, adjusted its focus from being resource-based to emphasising interaction-based activities where students learn from their peers. The emphasis on social learning and developing learner autonomy at SACs further separates SACs from writing and language centres, which primarily focus on language-based goals (Okuda, 2019) and do not aim to develop learner autonomy (Lavolette & Claflin, 2021). Alongside the move in SACs to environments promoting social learning as a way to support L2 learners, language learner psychology and individual differences began to be increasingly recognised for their importance in SALL. In part due to the general recognition of individual differences being a significant contributor to successful language learning, the field of advising in language learning (ALL), heavily linked to SALL, developed significantly in Japan around this time (Kato & Mynard, 2016). Building on the work earlier work outside Japan (e.g., Karlsson et al., 2007; Kelly, 1996; Mozzon-McPherson & Visman, 2001; Rubin, 2007), several notable publications on ALL were produced (e.g., Kato & Mynard, 2016; Ludwig & Mynard, 2012; Mynard & Carson, 2012). Such movements naturally lead to the current phase in SALL, where concepts from psychology, such as self-determination theory, hereafter SDT, are emphasised.

This most recent phase inspired by work by one of the co-founders of SDT, Richard Ryan, presenting at the 2018 Third Psychology of Language Learning Conference in Tokyo. Here, he outlined the importance of autonomous motivation and how SDT may be applied to various settings, like educational environments (Ping & Liu, 2018), drawing the attention of many SALL researchers to the potential of SDT. Since then, SALL research has explored the practical applications of SDT in SACs, principally on supporting BPNs in SALL (e.g., Beseghi, 2022; Mynard et al., 2022; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022a; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022b; Shelton-Strong & Tassinari, 2022). On the ground, in SACs, this has resulted in some re-examining of services and facilities in order to promote BPNs in a way that aligns with SDT.

Where Was the Research Conducted? 

I was lucky enough to work at three SACs in Japan within one year and was able to study two of them. I have given these SACs the anonymised names of I-Café and Global Zone. They are both located at universities in western Japan and are discussed most keenly in Chapters 5 and 6. Details of these two SACs can be found below, and to help paint a clearer image of the kinds of environments they are, I have included floor maps of each of the spaces over the following few pages:

I-Café is a large SAC at a medium-sized private university. It employs one full-time staff member, several part-time teachers and librarians, and 50 SSMs, though only around 20 of these were active. At the time of my research, there was no director at I-Café; rather, it was attached to a research department at its university.

Figure 1

Illustration of the Main Counter at I-Café With Classroom in the Background

[image: Illustration of the Main Counter at I-Café With Classroom in the Background]

Illustration by Daniel James

Figure 2

Floor Map of I-Café

[image: Floor Map of I-Café]

Global Zone occupied two spaces across two campuses at a private university smaller than the one previously described. One of these was a purpose-built medium-sized space, while the other was a smaller space shared by Global Zone and several other groups. One director, who also serves as an advisor and teacher, runs Global Zone. They were assisted by a full-time teacher, a full-time administrative staff member, and multiple part-time teachers. At the time of my research, these staff members were assisted by around 20 SSMs. ​

Figure 3

Illustration of the Counter, Study Rooms, and Social Spaces at Global Zone’s Purpose-Built Space (Space 1) [image: Illustration of the Counter, Study Rooms, and Social Spaces at Global Zone’s Purpose-Built Space (Space 1) ]

Illustration by Daniel James

​

Figure 4

Floor Map of Global Zone (Space 1) 
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Figure 5

Illustration of the Counter and Social Study Spaces at Global Zone’s Shared Space (Space 2)

[image: Illustration of the Counter and Social Study Spaces at Global Zone’s Shared Space (Space 2)]

Illustration by Daniel James

Figure 6

Floor Map of Global Zone (Space 2) 
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Having worked in these SACs, I had good relationships with many of the SSMs working there and was able to talk to them directly about their motivation. While there was a director at Global Zone, this role did not exist at I-Café. Nevertheless, based on previous conversations about SSM motivation with the director at Global Zone and the staff member at I-Café, I believe our perceptions on SSM motivation align. However, I compare the narratives of the SSMs of the two SACs detailed above with dissimilar environments outside of Japan to determine whether my findings can be transferred to other settings. Obviously, in these cases, speaking with students working in these contexts would be difficult. Therefore, I spoke to two coordinators running environments similar to SACs outside of Japan. In Chapter 7, I reveal the narratives of Nancy Johnson, the acting coordinator at the Douglas College Learning Centre in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada and Sam Cole, the coordinator at the Centre for Applied English Studies Writing Centre at the University of Hong Kong.

​Who is the Book About?

This book is about students who are formally (or informally, as the case may be) hired to work in SACs, whom I refer to as SSMs. SACs are usually run and organised by full-time staff at their respective institutions. They may be supported by administrative staff or part-time teachers. Full-time staff members may also be assisted by students studying at the institution housing the SAC, who are either paid to or volunteer to help run the space. Although they are not present in all SACs, SSMs play a vital role in those where they exist. Indeed, many influential figures in the development of SACs have argued the advantages of employing SSMs. They may provide opportunities for students to become more self-reliant, responsible, and take control of SACs (Aston, 1993; Sheerin, 1989), and SSMs might make users feel comfortable, encourage them to participate at the SAC, foster greater commitment to the space, and identify issues full-time staff may not (Gardner & Miller, 1999). Equally, the practical benefits of doing so have been demonstrated by Datwani-Choy (2016), who found in questionnaire responses that peer tutors were the most popular aspect of their SAC at the University of Hong Kong. However, when it comes to what SSMs actually are, much like SAC facilities, these can vary depending on the host institution and available resources. Moreover, they have also developed, mirroring the evolution of SACs from being materials-focused to social learning spaces.

Early on, Sheerin (1989) suggested SSMs might act as assistants to librarians, guides who could help users find resources or supervisors who could oversee SACs. However, Aston (1993) criticised such roles for confining SSMs’ contributions to SACs. In contemporary SALL literature, though similar roles, like counter or admin staff and student leaders or managers, continue to be referenced (e.g., Allhouse, 2014a; Fujishima, 2015; Heigham, 2011; Moore & Tachibana, 2015; Watkins, 2021; Yamaguchi, 2011; Yamamoto, 2017), others, like caretakers, do not seem to be as popular in recent SALL literature. Instead, roles reflecting the drive toward social learning in SACs started to appear in research around the 2010s. From this time onward, references are made to SSMs becoming involved in the pedagogic aspects of SALL, such as grammar or writing tutors, English or foreign language teachers, conversation tutors and group discussion facilitators (e.g., Allhouse, 2014; Fujishima, 2015; Heigham, 2011; Jeanneau & O’Riordan, 2015; Moore & Tachibana, 2015; Ruegg et al., Tassinari, 2017, 2018; Yamamoto, 2017), enabling SAC users to engage in L2 learning alongside their peers. Technological advancements also result in new opportunities for students, with Moore and Tachibana (2015), in a paper on effective training for SSMs, naming roles as designers and social networkers who help promote SAC activities as some new opportunities for them. Yamamoto (2017) and Watkins (2021) also mention SSMs facilitating events, workshops, and activities focused on culture; continuing the focus on interaction between students as conducive to L2 learning. In my own context, SSMs are involved in running and promoting events, promoting the SAC via social media, designing promotional materials and decorating the SAC, running conversation sessions and helping SAC users navigate the centre while giving them advice about L2 learning. In summary, as SACs have evolved based on new interpretations of SALL and ease of access to innovative technologies, SSMs have gradually taken on more diverse roles, echoing these changes.

Within such broad outlines, I would like to clarify that my definition of SSMs encompasses all these roles. It includes all students formally facilitating SAC activities on a voluntary or paid basis to support SAC goals. As you will come to find through the course of reading this book, the beginnings and ends of the SSM role can occasionally be blurry, as although SSMs adopt these roles, they are also usually L2 learners, with many using their SACs in this capacity, or even for social purposes, when they are not working. This means that, at times, SSMs may be in the space but not working. Likewise, there may be times when they are not working, but they will offer users assistance, nonetheless.

Summary

Overall, the book represents, on a personal level, my fascination with the effort the SSMs I have worked with put into their L2 learning and roles at their SACs. In my past, I was not a motivated language learner and have never engaged in extracurricular activities to the degree many of the SSMs I have met in SACs do. Accordingly, in this book, I attempt to understand these students from the perspective of someone who has struggled with motivation in the past. In my case, personal reflection has played an essential role in my understanding of the SSMs I have interacted with. Similarly, I encourage you to reflect on their experiences as a learner and educator, or otherwise, throughout this volume. To assist in this process, at the end of each chapter, I have included several questions that I hope you will engage with in a reflective manner.



​Reflective Questions

In the preface, I described my experiences as a student and teacher, proposing that they have affected my beliefs on language learning and education. Reading it is not necessary to understand the motivation of SSMs, but it may benefit you to reflect on critical events in your language learning, teaching, or other relevant histories and how they may have affected your practice, just as I have done. As such, before moving on to Chapter 2, I encourage you to think about the following questions:


	What were some of the critical moments in your journey as a learner and practitioner?

	How might these experiences have shaped your beliefs and actions in your own field of practice?

	Considering your experiences as a learner or teacher, have you ever struggled with motivation? If yes, what do you think was the cause of these struggles? If not, what factors keep you motivated?
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