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Introduction 

This report will represent a general picture of current Mid Year Conferences presented annually in each prefecture (hereafter referred to as MYCs) and the strengths and weaknesses of these conferences as experienced by the JET community. This report focuses on the prefectural MYCs for ALTs and does not evaluate the CIR Mid Year Conference. Also, this report will provide case studies of prefectures that had significant positive reviews from their JETs, and what made those conferences exceptional. We invite CLAIR and the three ministries to offer their feedback and advice on this topic. 

Objectives
1. Discuss survey responses from across Japan concerning prefectural MYCs. 

2. Provide three case studies of highly rated MYCs. 

3. Provide suggestions for the improvement of other MYCs according to existing model of successful MYCs demonstrated in the report. 

Methods 

National AJET created an Internet based survey including 21 questions about MYCs, comparing topics such as location, JTE participation, quality of presenters and speakers, as well as the variety of presentation topics offered. More than 500 JETs began this survey, the results were compiled based on the 334 surveys, from 41 prefectures, which were adequately completed. Of those, 318 were ALTs, 16 were CIRs, and 15 were also PAs. 71% of respondents were 1st or 2nd year JETs, roughly the same percentage as the total JET population. 

National Statistcs

To create a general picture of current MYCs, National AJET surveyed JETs on a variety of topics to find out how JETs perceive the success of their conferences. We began with basic details about the conference such as the number of days, dates held, and the convenience of location. Then we asked about topics covered, quality of presenters and JTE participation. Also, we asked what JETs would change about MYC if they could. Finally, we went back to the JET PA conference organizers of the most highly rated MYCs, and we asked for more information about how they prepare their conference and what they thought made it stand out as an excellent MYC. 
Length of the conference – 

1 Day = 10.9%

2 Days = 84.3%

3 Days = 4.2%

2 respondents said their conference was only half a day

Although 65.1% of respondents said the dates their conference was held were either “good” or “excellent”, 7.8% said the date of their conference was “poor.” This was the most common complaint of the basic conference details. Many JETs as well as conference organizers suggested that the conference should be held in January or February, when teachers are not so busy marking exams. They also suggested hosting the conference at the beginning of a school term so teachers can use new ideas and inspiration shortly after they acquire them. 

The location of the conference did not affect the overall rating of the conference. 69.1% of respondents rated the MYC location as “good” or “excellent” and only 3.6% rated the location as “poor”. The location of the conference was the least common complaint among survey respondents. 

77.1% of JETs surveyed believed that their MYC fulfilled its purpose of sharing new ideas and reviewing teaching skills. One 1st year ALT from Fukui Prefecture said that MYC is a, “time to exchange lesson plans that were effective . . . I walked away with at least 5 new lesson plans, templates or resources that were shared during such a session.” Another 1st year ALT from Hyogo Prefecture said, “Inspiration is also important,  . . . JETs feel empowered by their new ideas and hopeful about trying them out.” 

Variety of topics presented - 

Another common concern for MYC is providing new information to veteran JETs. 66.5% of 2nd – 5th year JETs felt MYC was useful or provided new information, however 33.5% did not find it useful or to provide new information. A 2nd year ALT from Shiga prefecture who had a positive experience at MYC said, “I came back from the conference with ideas that I could use in the classroom. It’s the tangible (the worksheets, the notes from the discussion) that I have gained from the most.” National AJET believes that this can be improved by providing a wider variety of topics at the MYC. 

Voicing a common complaint of the MYCs which were ranked poorly, a 4th year ALT from Gunma prefecture said, “Workshop topics, content . . . need to be rethought critically. In my 1st year, MYC recharged my batteries and made me want to find ways to improve my teaching/living situation. However, the 2nd-4th MYC makes it clear the topics are simply being regurgitated. I wish the PA, CIR, Kencho would allow JETs to suggest topics.” The seven prefectures with the highest overall rankings offered a wide variety of different workshops. However, according to the survey comments from all over Japan, the average MYC only offered far fewer workshops, and some had no interactive workshops at all. This demonstrates the importance of offering a wide variety of topics at MYC. 
Professional presenters and/or speakers’ relation to approval ratings – 

Based on the results of the survey, there seems to be a strong correlation between the quality of speakers and the overall approval rating of the conference. For example, Hyogo prefecture had the largest overall MYC rating of “poor,” despite many positive comments about individual workshops. The most common complaint from Hyogo survey respondents was the workshops did not provide new information and that a large amount of time was spent on issues unrelated to teaching.  A 3rd year ALT in Hyogo said, “The ideas that are generated at the Mid-Year Conference are NOT made available to the rest of the community in anyway and are often forgotten about within the next few days . . . most of the workshops seem very pointless. . . .This doesn't make for very good attitude from the participants.”
Of course, finding qualified and relevant speakers was not only a challenge for Hyogo prefecture, this comment from a 3rd year ALT in Nara prefecture, demonstrates similar concerns, “We had excellent speakers, except one who I think brought the whole average down . . . His specialty was ‘Outdoor Communication.’ His speech had nothing to do with teaching English, and he repeatedly said that this hour and ten minute speech ‘has no point or conclusion.’ It was awful.” 


In response to this need, National AJET will open a Speaker Recommendation Page on www.ajet.net, where any JET can recommend or rate speakers. Contact information and comments are provided in order to contact these presenters. 
Participation of JTEs – 

The participation of JTEs in the MYC is a key factor in the success of the conference. While the majority of MYCs, 72.5% according to the survey, included JTEs, National AJET was disappointed to find that 27.3% of ALTs reported that no JTE from any of their schools was required to attend the conference. National AJET believes this number should be much lower since one of the primary purposes of MYC is to develop Team Teaching. If the ALT has no JTE to train with, there can be no improvement of Team Teaching.  

Not only the attendance, but also the manner of participation of JTEs is important to the success of MYC. Do the JTEs present workshops? Do they participate in discussion panels? Do they have an opportunity to speak freely and openly during group conversations? A 1st year ALT from Nara prefecture said MYC needs, “Presentations from JTEs alone – I want to know what they really think of the JET Programme and ALTs.” 

When asked what they would change to improve future MYCs, a 2nd year ALT from Fukushima prefecture responded, “I would include a presentation done by a group of experienced and well-versed JTEs giving constructive advice for ALTs to improve their work environment as well as in their greater community. [Discussing] Do’s and Don’ts, common errors.” A 4th year ALT from Ishikawa prefecture suggested, “I would bring in more professional speakers and add more sessions that are applicable to people who already have teaching experience.”

Prefectural Case Studies
National AJET was pleased to see that 82.3% of all JETs surveyed gave an overall rating between “Average” and “Excellent” for their MYC, and only 5.3% of those surveyed ranked their MYC as “Poor”. Many commented that MYC provides them with new ideas for their classrooms, a review of teaching skills, as well as a chance to learn from JTE’s experience and re-energize for the coming year. 

National AJET believes that with a little help and guidance, more MYCs can be improved and become excellent MYCs. Hokkaido, Fukushima, Ishikawa, Nagano, Nara, Wakayama and Kumamoto prefectures all had more that 65% of their respondents rank the MYC as “Good” or “Excellent”. In order to find what makes the difference between an “Average” conference and an “Excellent” conference National AJET has selected some of the prefectures with the highest positive ratings to provide in depth case studies. 
2009 Kumamoto Mid Year Conference

Hosted in Kumamoto City, December 3rd – 5th, 130 ALTs and 104 JTEs participated in the conference. Of those surveyed in Kumamoto Prefecture, 89.7% agreed or somewhat agreed that the conference was “satisfactory,” and 83.3% agreed that the contents of the seminar met their needs. Finally, 86.9% felt they could use the teaching techniques learned in the conference in their own classrooms. 

 A total of 25 workshops were presented by 32 ALTs and 9 JTEs, of those, 23 were presented predominately in English and two entirely in Japanese (Independent English Study Techniques and JTE Discussion). Seven workshop topics were new this year, including ALT-Student Relations, Learners’ Psychology, JTE Discussion, TEFL Techniques, Avoiding Burnout, Women’s Health and Men’s Health. The PA from Kumamoto explained the process of selecting workshop topics; “I sent a preliminary survey to the JETs asking them to make suggestions for workshops that they’d like to see.” He also said, “I cut workshops I felt were redundant (i.e. the lesson plan swap because very few people attend it, and we already put out a copy of lesson plans collected from the ALTs and JTEs).” An important note, ALT and JTE presenters volunteer to present workshops in which they are interested and have expertise, and often presenters are recommended by their peers. 

The Kumamoto PA echoed our survey findings saying, “The biggest and most consistent complaint was about several of the [past] speakers’ lack of relevance to the ALT and JTEs’ jobs (a lot of university-level talk about theories of education and various studies . . .) In the end I settled on a ‘safe bet’ choosing a professor who’d spoken 3 years earlier, and who had been very well received. I felt comfortable using the same speaker because of the 130 JETs in Kumamoto, only 11 of them had been around the first time he’d spoken.” To help prepare the Keynote Speaker for this audience, the Kumamoto PA compiled the constructive feedback from past years and provided it to the speaker well in advance of the seminar. The Keynote Speaker and the representative from CLAIR were the only professional speakers utilized in the conference. 

Another comment similar to our general survey findings was concerning topics for experienced ALTs. The Kumamoto PA said, “One thing I heard the most for improving the MYC was to provide more workshops for 3rd year [and over] JETs.” In response the Kumamoto MYC had 7 new workshop topics including one entitled, Avoiding Burnout. This workshop was specifically geared toward JETs with 3 or more years experience. 

On the topic of JTE participation, the PA from Kumamoto said, “It’s been said over and over again that JTEs do not participate enough in the MYC. This sentiment is revealed in the feedback from the last several MYCs as well, . . . maybe the governing bodies could work on providing topic ideas that more actively engage JTEs. Part of the problem is cultural, part of the problem is perception (many JTEs don’t want to be there as they view the MYC as an ALT-specific event) and part of it is the fault of the organizers. We need to find a way around these problems.”

2009 Hokkaido Mid Year Conference

Hosted in Sapporo December 3rd-4th, with more than 300 conference participants including 210 ALTs, private ALTs and JTEs accounted for the rest of the attendees. Of those survey respondents from Hokkaido prefecture 69.2% rated the MYC as “good” or “excellent” overall. 

Ten different workshops were presented by ALTs and JTEs covering subjects such as, Topics on Team Teaching, Student Motivation, Working In and Around the Textbook, Community Ekaiwa, and Effective Elementary School Lessons using Eigo Noto. Like other excellent MYCs we found that in Hokkaido workshops were presented by ALTs who volunteered. They applied in advance for the chance to be a workshop presenter. The Hokkaido PA explained that workshop topics in Hokkaido were selected from, “a combination of previously presented topics, topics chosen by the [Board of Education] and topics requested by JETs.” When asked what could be improved at the Hokkaido conference the PA replied, “I think it's important to get presenters lined up as early on as possible. Occasionally topic descriptions were decided before presenters were found for them . . . The workshops came off much better in cases where the presenter was allowed to [present on] their strengths.”
Another important factor in the making of an excellent MYC is the selection of professional speakers. In Hokkaido, the keynote speaker was selected by the prefectural Board of Education from a pool of university professors in the field of English education. The PA selected the guest speaker based on her experience and her ability to give an informative and engaging presentation. The keynote speaker was not given the topic of his presentation; however, the guest speaker was asked to focus on the re-contracting decision. There were only two professional speakers at this MYC. While most of the National AJET survey feedback for the speakers was positive, there was also constructive criticism. A 2nd year ALT said that, “the large lectures were well planned and executed but I thought the smaller seminars were poorly labeled and [were not] applicable to my own experience as a JET.”  Some ALTs felt the small workshops did not cover the material suggested by their titles, this led to many ALTs and JTEs attending workshops that were not useful to them, decreasing the effectiveness of the conference. 

The input of ALTs in the planning, preparation and execution of an MYC is a key factor in creating an excellent conference. National AJET asked PAs who hosted excellent conferences what made their conference successful, the Hokkaido PA said, “The biggest contributing factor was finding ALTs that care about their jobs, their workshop topics, and that are good at presenting to large groups.”

2009 Wakayama Mid Year Conference

Hosted in Wakayama City, November 30th - December 1st, there were about 100 participants in the conference including ALTs and JTEs. Of those survey respondents from Wakayama prefecture 83.4% rated the MYC as “good” or “excellent” overall.  A 4th year ALT from Wakayama said, “This [MYC] was the best yet. I really liked the professional presenters.” Also, a 2nd year ALT from Wakayama prefecture said, “I felt that the ALT and JTE presentation was informative, clear and helpful,  . . . [they] did an excellent job of what they presented and gave a host of wonderful, insightful and new ideas.”

The schedule of the Wakayama MYC is different than most conferences that were highly rated. Many of those conferences offered a wide variety of topics to cater to the needs of their many ALTs and JTEs. Partly because Wakayama has a smaller number of ALTs, the conference hosts just four different workshop topics. The Wakayama PA explained, “Keynote speakers on both days usually take up a bulk of the time with mini-workshops fostering discussion and exchange.” While the majority of feedback for the Wakayama MYC was positive, one third year ALT explained that variety is important, especially for experienced ALTs and JTEs. He said, “I think the seminar is an ideal length and the presenter are excellent as well. However, in Wakayama one lecturer has presented for two years in a row, although he’s excellent, a new perspective would be appreciated for next year.” 

Like other MYCs around Japan the participation of JTEs is very important. The Wakayama PA said, “I would have liked to receive not only the feedback from the ALTs evaluation report but also the JTE's feedback. The combined information would immensely help in improving the MYC for the future planning of group discussions.”

Many prefectures try to build ALT and JTE relations at their conferences. Wakayama was one of several prefectures that borrowed a role-play training technique from the PA seminar hosted by CLAIR. In this workshop JTE and ALTs were split into groups and given scenarios of possible problems that may arise in the workplace or classroom. Then they had to act out the example problem within the group, discuss it, and share feedback. The Wakayama PA felt that this was a key component in making their MYC an excellent conference. He said, “Gathering information beforehand through [one on one] conversations between PAs and ALTs helped us develop the group discussions and tailor them to address current and real issues. In doing so I feel many ALTs were able to gain valuable information that they were able to take back to the workplace and put into practical use.” 

The participation of JTEs was a concern in Wakayama prefecture as well as many other prefectures. The PAs who responded to the National AJET survey often mentioned that helping JTEs feel a part of the conference was a struggle. Some even said it was a common opinion amongst JTEs that the MYC was a waste of time. A 1st year ALT in Wakayama prefecture noted this as well, saying, “Unfortunatly, several of the JTEs were seemingly not comfortable with voicing opinions and participating in discussion groups. I feel that though they were present and energetic, it may have been challenging having everything written and spoken in English.” 
Suggestions 
After reviewing the survey data and case studies National AJET has four recommendations for creating an Excellent MYC. 

1 – Quality and Relevant Professional Speakers 


National AJET seeks to assist prefectures in selecting keynote speakers and guest speakers of high professional quality. There are many ALTs and JTEs who present excellent workshops. However, prefectures should take full advantage of local professional resources, university professors, JALT members, or even past ALTs who have continued to teach and gain valuable experience.
2 – Variety of Training Topics Available 

National AJET has found that MYCs with a variety of workshop and discussion topics prove to be the most successful. The exact number is not so important, but opportunities for experienced ALTs, as well as workshops geared towards harnessing the advice of JTEs greatly add value to the conference. 
3 – JTE Participation 

National AJET was pleased to see that over 90% of ALTs agree that JTE participation in MYC is a necessity. We hope to encourage the further development of JTE participation through the use of JTE discussion panels, group moderators, as well as role-play activities for ALTs and JTEs to practice problem solving. 

4 – Participant Input During the Planning 


National AJET noted that the most successful MYCs incorporated the JETs input from start to finish, this included pre-surveys checking interest in various workshops and post-conference evaluations providing feedback for the next year.  
Questions

1. Does CLAIR, MEXT, MIC or MOFA have any comments or questions about this report?

2. What specific guidelines does MEXT provide to prefectures for ALT/JTE Teacher training at Mid Year Conferences? 

3. National AJET found that there is a great deal of confusion surrounding why or how a JTE may attend a MYC. Can CLAIR or MEXT clarify who is responsible for deciding the attendance of JTEs at MYC? 
- follow up question – Will CLAIR or MEXT recommend that JTEs working with ALTs on a regular basis be invited/required to attend the MYC?
4. National AJET recognizes that this report is limited by it’s predominantly JET perspective. What, if any, data or information does CLAIR or MEXT have about JTEs view of the MYC? 
5. Many JETs as well as MYC organizers commented that the opinion of some JTEs is that the conference is, “only for ALTs,” or “a waste of time when we could be marking important exams.” How can National AJET help to educate JTEs about the importance of this conference? 

- follow up question – What would CLAIR and the three ministries suggest be changed about MYC to help JTEs feel more comfortable participating? 
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