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Interview with Dr. Lindsay Miller
Associate Professor
Department of English and Communication
City University of Hong Kong

Dr. Miller visited Suranaree University of Technology on August 4-7, 2003
under the sponsorship of the English Cooperative Research Network from the
Ministry of University Affairs.

The interview is in general dealing with two issues. The first issue covers Dr.
Miller’s academic profile including his involvement with Self Access Language
Learning (SALL) as well as the organization and the administration of SALL in
Hong Kong and in general. The second issue concerns the theory and practice of
SALL.

Interviewer: Could you please tell me briefly about your involvement with SALL?
How long have you been in this field, and why are you interested in SALL?

Dr. Miller: That went back quite a long way when [ started working in the field of
autonomous learning or SALL. We were not using that label back then. But [ started
working for teachers at the autonomy center in Egypt for three years. It was qﬁite a
long time ago. And, I helped develop a teaching resource center for the teachers and
the staff to use basically. And, at the same time we were faced with the students who
wanted to use some of the resources to come and use it. That was what we were
doing then, it was not called a self-access center but it was functioning a little bit like
a self-access center. But, it was a small room with a lot of activities. And, I took that
idea with me to my other job when I started working on more homework
supplementary task sheets that we used to fix students. And, they were very self-
access oriented so that the students can do the work when they wanted but they did
not have to. This is what I did in Oman, and in Saudi Arabia. And, it began to be
more formal when I came to Bangkok, actually worked in Bangkok, and I helped
DTEC and planned their self-access room. That was about 14 years ago. I helped
them with the set up of the self-access room but I didn’t actually develop the room
with them. 1left before they got the room, before they got the space.

Interviewer: Was that in Bangkok? Was it Chulalongkorn?

Dr. Miller: DTEC, it is for the economic development under the government. So,
this is all what in my mind doing this kind of things for the students to help them learn

from outside of the classroom context. And, I went to Hong Kong and the



government gave me a special grant to enhance English language education. And,
with the goal to just use the money for extra class and extra teaching. But, then
suddenly, a few of us had the same idea at the same time that may be we should use
the money to develop the self-access. And, because they gave us a lot of money, we
were able to start the self-access center and we started at each university at the same
time. And, that was how Hong Kong started.

Interviewer: I heard from Dr.Apisak Phupipat that you help him plan the floor plan
at Ubolratchathanee University. Can you talk briefly about the project over there?
Dr. Miller: Ok. That was about four years ago when I went to Ubol. And, I did
some seminar with the staff. It was similar to what we have been doing here is just to
get them used to an idea of autonomy learning and the technology. And then, one of
the issues was that they have the huge space to set up the self access center. So, after
the seminar, we gave each person at the seminar a large piece of paper and asked
what was supposed to be in a self-access center, and we just drew a dream self access
center. The question was if we have a lot of money what we would do. And, each
person did a different one. It was such a fun pleasure. And afterward, we were
walking back, we looked at each other and plans and then together we decided if there
was something we could mot do immediately because it was too expensive or
unrealistic. But, we started taking the ideas, and some of the ideas were similar, of
course. So, if it was similar, we thought yes this was definitely what we would do
here. So, it was a collaborative effort in the seminar that we have done in the seminar
that we planned the self-access center.

Interviewer: When I was in the States, I asked people about the self-access center.
Most of my professors over there said that it was just only a fashion like the audio
language lab. Then, what would you defend the status of the self-access center?

Dr. Miller: Yes ok, what they might think is that the language lab is very popular in
the mid 70s to 80s but after that they did not use it very much because there are the
shifts in methodology. The methodology took us the language lab back to the
classroom, the CLT language teaching. So, some people think that the self-access is
similar to the kind of thing. It fact, they are different, we can’t really compare them.
The reason the Americans think it is the passive fashion is maybe because they
established autonomy in the different way than the European did. In America, the
focus is much more on learner’s strategies rather than the facilities to develop the

strategies. And, both that I think are ok. I don’t think we have been talking much



about the strategies these days. And, the American ideas came from Stern’s work
who did some reports in 1973 something about the learner’s strategies and the good
language learners. If we can find what a good language learner does, we can then tell
the weak language learners to do the same thing, and everyone will be good. So, the
Americans expect all of these and the learners’ strategies in the classroom. The
European perspective is very different for some historical reasons because there were
a lot of movements in Europe after the Second World War. And, people speak many
languages. People have been moving into other different languages. But, English
becomes a dominant language and there was an organization in Europe called the
Council of Europe. It was set to give policy to language direction and to education.
And, one of the things they had to cope with was an adult learner. In American, there
are always been students they look at. In Europe, there are mostly adult learners and
also in Australia like immigrants. And, you couldn’t say to the adult learners that
“Come to class and I will teach you strategies.” So, in Europe and Australia, we have
to develop the facilities to give a particular control for learners. That is how we got
different orientation in Europe and America.

Interviewer: What about in Hong Kong? What do you think is the status of the self-
access center in Hong Kong currently?

Dr. Miller: Right now, in Hong Kong the motivation to promote SALL is actually
financial, and each university is getting something like one million Hong Kong
dollars so probably about five million baht just for this one project, and said “Ok you
can do anything with the money.” So, to use the money we developed the self-access
center. We have a lot of discussions in the meetings with them, we had to convince
them why we wanted to do it but it was money driven to begin with. And therefore,
we went for the facilities not the approach. If we got the approach, maybe we could
start with teachers and integrate it the classroom and

But, that after we get the money maybe in one or two years. And, they did not start
anymore. So, we think we may develop the center and the university might be
interested in keeping this center going after it has been established. That’s what it
was. Money-driven self-access center. But, also because we have a number of people
who are interested in Hong Kong to get involved with, we found an association call
HSALL, the Hong Kong for development. And, that is an informal group of teachers
and academic. We had the first meeting, there were eight people there. And, I will

just start to talk about the reasons and what we have to do with the money. And then,



we realized we wanted to meet more than once. So, we started to meet and we found
the organization. That was about 13 years ago when I went there before the
organization. And, it’s still going. If you want to have some ideas, we meet and we
have a presentation, a discussion or we visits some self-access center, do something
new. And, all people contact with each other. And, we organize conferences, we got
visitors so it works very well after we started the network that we developed. And, I
am the president, the secretary, the whole thing. So, now we have about 50 members
of our HSALL, and we probably get 20 members to come to each meeting just to see
what is going on.

Interviewer: Is there any possibility that you make it international or it is only for
Hong Kong?

Dr. Miller: Yes, that is only for Hong Kong but it’s one in Japan that we got a link
with JALT. So, they got an independent section, and we got link with them to share
information some times but it might be more difficult to countrywide because in the
city we can contact with each other easily and have a meeting in the evening. But, the
countrywide, we got a bit more of problems and so there is nothing we can do.
Maybe, we can do it but there is a problem of

And, Bangkok, and set up a small group in each of the area which will function in the
similar way. And, if you start it, maybe you can link with Hong Kong Association
and start sharing stuff. If you want more information about it, just ask me how to get
contact with the people in Hong Kong.

Interviewer: So, SALL is something that is still famous in Hong Kong?

Dr. Miller: Oh, huge. It’s famous because we started establish it in the university and
now all of the universities got self-access centers not as big as this one usually but we
got it. The department of education invested it. And, it is in the secondary schools
and the primary schools. So, it is big still.

Interviewer: Is it in only the public universities?

Dr. Miller: All the universities in Hong Kong are public? So, any of us can visit any
centers there. But, there is a problem. The states and we got the self-access center so
we cannot allow you to just walk in to the self-access center. We have to restrict it
only for our students. And, because we got 17,000 students, and with a small center, it
is not as big as this room, so we can’t let everybody to come to our center. But for
example, university of science and technology has a self-access center and they got

some access so everybody from outside can go to that center and use it as well.



Interviewer: Speaking of the facility, could you tell us the overview picture of the
self-access center over there?

Dr. Miller: There are a lot of different things happening in different self-access
center. In fact, the best thing for somebody to do, if interested, is just go there and
visit Hong Kong. If it is just for two or three days, we had quite government
visitations taking places, and we spent three days visiting the main self-access center
so that we can explore different ideas.

Interviewer: Would it be difficult to arrange a visit, if I contact you?

Dr. Miller: No, people do contact me. IfI ... to different people to contact because it
is sometime difficult for people to know the schedule of all the universities. But, sure
it is easy to organize it.

Interviewer: In term of management, how do you manage the self-access center, and
who take control of the center, which department?

Dr. Miller: Usually, it is the English language center so in my university we have an
English language center under the English Language Education Department. And,
English center deals with first year students’ proficiency. Mostly, they try to help
students improve their proficiency. For the rest of their study, the English department
will do ESP courses. So, we don’t actually deal with the self-access center much.
And, most of us are in ELC language center that will manage the self-access center.
But the women who stay there is different so for example in my City University, we
only have somebody responsible not the teachers responsible for self-access and she is
as good as the teacher. She has MATESL (Master of Arts in Teaching English as a
Second Language). She will get three hours for the teaching duties and self-access
management. But for the Technical University, they have full time manager and his
job is only to manage the self-access center. They have dedicating staff who will be —
in the self-access center.

Interviewer: What about the operating hours for the center?

Dr. Miller: It’s pretty flexible. And, we open it as long as you let it open usually.
The center opens seven days a week starting 9 am in the morning to 9 pm in the
evening.

Interviewer: How many staff do you have at the self-access center?

Dr. Miller: I’m not quite sure about that because I’'m not directly involved with the
management. But, we have a full-time lady works there until 5pm and there are

students taking care of the evening. We also have the information center as you have




here and we have the staff’s schedule to be in the self-access center as advisors. So,
we always have advisors in the self-access center. There is a small room that the
students can go and get advices.

Interviewer: You said that the center is pretty big, do you receive any kind of
pressure from the administrator or the expectation of the university?

Dr. Miller: I think if you have to write a report to the administration, and make sure
you write a report and reflect about the self-access center. And, even if the
administrators did not ask you about the self-access center directly, I think you have
to get to do it, or do the six month report or a yearly report on activities in the self-
access center to make sure that those people know that it is being used a lot. But, also
one of the problems I have in one.. to make them impressive, to make it looks nice.
Like here at SUT, there are a lot of students and it’s wonderful and just I said you
know 50 students use a self-access center a day. You don’t have to tell anybody more
than that. It might be also good to have an interview with the students and getting
their comments about what they are doing here. And, you can put that in the report as
well so you could reflects on the comments of the students. I think that is more
powerful especially for the management so they can see the number and say ok, that is
fine, everyone is using it. And also see comments of the students of what they like to
do in the self-access center, and what kind of activities they do in there. The
comments make the report more powerful. People are having problems with the
qualitative reports so you have to give them that stuff.

If you keep collecting data as what you are doing here, you can turn it into the project
for your staff, make your staff reports on it. It’s the start that a project can go.
Interviewer: That is close to a project I have in my mind to evaluate student’s
achievement in terms of increasing their language proficiency using the self-access
center. I did not know which way should I go. Is there any suggestion?

Dr. Miller: To evaluate the center. You can ask the students to check their
performance.

Interviewer: Do you mean using portfolio?

Dr. Miller: There are two things check their performance on a task and see if there is
any improvement, for example, identify the area, let’s say vocabulary, ok, every two
weeks, you will do a minute test to see if they’re improving. That’s one way to do it.
Or you can get them to start developing portfolio which in anyway it does not have to

be tested. You can reflects on a diary, intonation, or just keep a log of what they are



doing. There are a lots of different things to put in the portfolio, and portfolio
becomes very interesting to look at?

Interviewer: At KMUTT, they use a portfolio, but they used it with the students in
humanity but here the group of students is different because they are in the science
and technology so maybe we have problems with motivation. Is there anything to do
with the motivation.

Dr. Miller: A weak link...

You got to direct them. If you start a portfolio in class and you design it. You can
also talk to the students themselves what they want to do for the portfolio, and let
them decide what they want to do themselves. And then, after the semester, they
developed the portfolio and they get some kinds of credit for doing it. Particularly,
the teachers have to look at all the portfolio and then you can say 5 percent or 10
percent is based on the portfolio of the students” work. And, it is up to the students to
decide what they can get for the 10 percent.

Interviewer: Actually, we don’t have a portfolio but we have a workbook and we ask
the staff to stamp every time that students use the ELRU, and we asked them to do it
15 times. Does that count as portfolio?

Dr. Miller: That’s basically a portfolio as well, actually.

Interviewer: Maybe, we didn’t establish a stronger link between the classroom and the
ELRU. Here, we do it as an extra curricular activity. If the students want to earn
their 5 percent, they have to do the ELRU. Or, maybe we should find something to
link this with the classroom.

Dr. Miller: I saw at Chulalongkorn University many years ago when I visited their
self-access center, and so much of them are materials for special courses like you, and
they put them in the boxes at the self-access center, and they tell the students that you
must go there next week, and do one of the worksheets, and that all the engineering
students will do it. So, it has very strong link with the classroom work. Although, it’s
important for them to do it, when they’re there they might see a television and might
watch it for 10 minutes and do the assignment. And, that might get them to the
environment and used to it.

Interviewer: But, speaking of the self-access material developer, how do you cope
with the time, the budget and personnel constraints?

Dr. Miller: For the material development, you could think in terms of key, even the

decorative style, hire people to work in the self-access center and the job is to develop
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a material. So, it’s a real job. It’s not an extra shore of the teachers. Or, you get a
group of teachers, and you given them credits for working at the self-access center.
For example, you teach 10 hours a week, you say ok you teach 8 hours and you get
officially 2 hours in the self-access center. And, in 2 hours probably you cannot do
very much. You can do the preparation for teaching and marking papers. Basically,
start working on duty at the self-access center, and part of the duty could be to help
with the material development and I don’t think it works if you have to work on the
adhoc basis. Just let them start to come in here because then it is not fair actually for
some staff to be working more at the self-access center. And, also you’ll get a
problem if suddenly somebody get sick or leave the university...

So, if you have the good self-access center like this one, for me I would plan to have
some staff comes into it in some way if we cannot have someone to be here all the
time. But, take one hour here and one hour there from the timetable and if you get
resources, try to get the full-time position in the self-access center.

Theory and Practice

Interviewer: So, we now will switch to theory and practice. As far as theory and
practice are concerned, how do you see the self-access learning center differ from
other ordinary library?

Dr. Miller: Ordinary library? The library is in fact self-access center in a way. But
the thing is the language self-access center should be a better management in terms of
allowing students to ....

In the library, all the students can do are basically borrowing books or watch the
videos or something but they got no support for doing things to motivate themselves.
In the self-access center, the motivation should go with the materials and the checking
that you said should go with the materials at the self-access center. So, that is one of
the fundamental differences. The self-access center has a modified structure in terms
of guiding the learners through materials but some time you will see a self-access
center as a part of the library, and some people have seen it the same way as the
library basically. But, you just leave the materials there and let them freely access it
basically. Also, the library is not trained for language education, they are trained for
organizing books and that kind of information system but for the kind of work at
ELRU, you need people who are educated and also you need the nice area in the self-
access center and you need space like this if you start doing game evenings that

people could play for fun. With this space you can do it a lot more easily.
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Interviewer: In a specific context like SUT where students are science and
technology students and they lack motivation to learn English, what would be your
suggestions to motivate students who have to learn because they are forced to learn?
And also, these students lack motivation to study in the classroom, they think English
is an obligatory course that they have to pass. That is one major problem that we are
having here.

Dr. Miller: There is no magic solution to it. But I see you get many of the students
here so that means you have got the solution already. And, the courses here are doing
a lot of EAP (English for Academic Purposes, interviewer) courses, not general
English but for academic purposes. And, you got students who are doing a specific
degree like engineering and computer science. Then, you really need some ESP
(English for Specific Purposes, interviewer) work. Because they can look at the book
in English for the terminology and ...

And, maybe interact with some foreigners somewhere on campus. So, the general
English is very important to bring up to certain level. And, they begin to function but
ESP is equally important as well. And, in some way you could consider putting ESP
materials into your self-access center. So, you do it with the general English in the
classroom and then direct the students to study their own discipline, their own subject.
Tell the students to go take a look at the material of the self-access center because
they can find out more at the self-access center, and that would be a little for it, I
think, for the general and specific English. That’s...

If you do general English in class and general English here, and it’s easy to do with
the general English. Then, you have ... with the motivation, then. In a self-access
center like this, I think you could have tried to find the fun elements for the students,
more posters, more competition, more games, fun evening, a karaoke evening. You
probably do some of these things already, and get a foreign teacher to come in once in
a while to do these kinds of thing and advertise it. Tell people all the times what’s
happening. If you get activities going on here, you get all the students taking pictures
and send it off to your administrators. The more you publicize it, the more it become
official, and the more ...

It should not be hard work all the times. It should be fun and enjoyable and also
games. You take away all the table to play some kinds of games to get them more

excited.
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Interviewer: I saw your video clip from the City University of Hong Kong. Did the
students have any problem on changing their role from the passive learners to become
active learners in the classroom?

Dr. Miller: Yes, itis. It’s the problems for the teachers. They talk about the
problems. I think the problems some time stand for the methodology the teacher used
because most of the teachers still use of the traditional methods in the English class. I
went to one of the English classes. The students in class were sitting in a role and the
teacher was in front. And, I went to the science class, they were learning in group
around the desk. They were all talking with each other. The interaction is a lot
compared to the English class. So, I think the problem is not so much the students but
it is the methodology that the teachers use to teach the students. If the teachers
change the methodology a little bit, they probably get the students more involved with
the lessons and make them more active. But, it is a big job. It is not something easily
done. But again, do it slowly step by step.

Interviewer: At ELRU, we divide the activity into four sections using four different
colors, what about in Hong Kong?

Dr. Miller: In Hong Kong, they design about the same format like you got here. So,
they divided it into sections and you have the noisy section at the entrance and the
quiet section inside because you do not want it to be the other way. You want the
noisy outside, and the quiet inside, usually that’s the plan. It is like what you got here
in a way. And, it again depends on the university and the kind of funding. Different
universities in Hong Kong have different section and facilities depend on the money
basically, and the staff they have. But, the one thing in Hong Kong is the technology.

It’s a huge technology in the university and in the self-access center.
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Interviewer: The last question is, is there any reading that you would recommend on
establishing the self-access center?

Dr. Miller: See Philip Benson, he is an assistant professor in the English Centre at
the University of Hong Kong. You can go to the University of Hong Kong website at
http://ec.hku.hk., and he got a link there to an extensive bibliography on self-access.
Interviewer: Thank you very much, Dr. Miller. We hope you come back to visit us
again at SUT or maybe we can go and visit you in Hong Kong.

Brief Resume

Dr. Lindsay Miller:

My research interests are mainly in the areas of self-access language learning,
academic listening, and teacher education. My publications include: Directions in
Self-Access Language Learning (Hong Kong University Press, with David Gardner);
Tasks for Independent Language Learning (TESOL Publications, with David
Gardner); Establishing Self-Access from Theory to Practice (CUP, with David
Gardner) and New Ways in Teaching Listening (TESOL Publications, with David
Nunan). At CityU I teach methodology courses to BA and MA TESL students. I am
interested in linking the concepts of learner centredness and appropriate
methodologies for teaching in different contexts.

(Source: http://www.cityu.edu.hk/en/staff/lindsay/page2.html)

Interviewer: Jitpanat Suwanthep, Ph.D., an English instructor at the School of
English and the curator of the English Language Resource Unit (ELRU) at Suranaree
University of Technology.
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