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This spring issue features articles on a variety of topics from a wide spectrum of grad 

student perspectives. From advice on how to manage parenthood in the midst of writing a 

dissertation, to an extended metaphor describing the monastic life of a doctoral student, 

these articles highlight the diversity of grad student life. Cigdem Fidanɠs re̊ection on her 

journey into motherhood as a doctoral student will resonate with any grad student who is a 

parent or is about to become a parent for the ̉rst time. Rhonda Chungɠs creative non-̉ction 

essay compares the life of a PhD student to that of a monk, and brings the reader along on 

her ̉ve-day quest to align herself with monastic life. For Masterɠs students, or any grad 

student looking to get more involved professionally, Karoline Kaonɠs article serves as an 

introductory guide to conferencingɞa ̉tting topic for this issue before we congregate in 

Chicago for the 2018 annual conference of the American Association for Applied Linguistics 

(AAAL). 

As we conclude our second year of the AAALgrads newsletter, we look forward to 

experimenting with more stories and genres as we continue developing this newsletter into 

both a professional resource and creative outlet for grad students to share their expertise 

and experiences. We anticipate this newsletter to grow in the following year, and invite all 

of you to consider submitting a proposal for the fall 2018 issue. Look for our call for the fall 

edition in the next few months. Until then, see you in Chicago in a few weeks! 

 

Jessica and Rae 

Co-editors 
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Happy spring semester! I ̉nd that this time of year, with the chilly weather and long winter nights, 

provides an ideal space for re̊ection. As I think back across the past few months, I could not be 

prouder of the work of the 2017-2018 AAAL GSC Steering Committee. Weɠve launched several new 

initiatives, including a AAAL graduate student website and a successful webinar series. Weɠve 

recruited conference planning sub-committees and have begun work on organizing three conference 

events for the 2018 AAAL conference that are specỉcally geared towards graduate student needs 

and interests: (1) a graduate student meet-and-greet, (2) a lunch event on ethical practice in 

academia, and (3) a dinner event on how to have a successful academic journey. Our wonderful 

social media committee has recently launched a blog, with posts about the upcoming conference, 

including a roommate ̉nder for graduate students looking to save some money by sharing a hotel 

room. And our fantastic newsletter editors have continued to produce an excellent platform for 

graduate students to share their expertise and experiences. Needless to say, weɠve been busy! 

This year, Iɠve also had the pleasure of serving as the graduate representative to the AAAL Executive 

Council. In this role, I have learned a great deal about the hard work that goes into maintaining an 

organization like AAAL and have had the opportunity to advocate for graduate students on a range 

of issues. I have been truly impressed with the dedication of the AAAL leadership to addressing the 

needs and concerns of all members of AAALɞand especially its graduate student members. For 

instance, Kathi Bailey has launched Conference Connections, an initiative to provide graduate 

students with more opportunities to connect with senior faculty at the 2018 AAAL conference. 

Weɠve also discussed ways to increase the number of 

graduate students receiving conference travel 

awards and will be helping to grow the award fund 

through our AAAL t-shirt fundraiser. The t-shirts 

were designed by graduate student Huy Phung 

(University of Hawaiɠi Manoa) and will be sold at the 

2018 conference, with all prỏts going to support 

AAAL graduate students. I hope you will consider 

investing in your fellow grads, and proudly (and 

stylishly) represent your AAAL af̉liation! 

As my time as the AAAL GSC co-chair nears its end, I am incredibly grateful for all of the amazing 

people Iɠve had the opportunity to work with, both within the GSC Steering Committee and the 

Executive Council. I highly encourage all grads to get involved in the GSC and hope to see you at our 

three graduate student events at the conference! In the meantime, please stay connected via Twitter 

(@AAALgrad), Facebook (/AAALGrad), and our website (www.aaal-gsc.org). 

 

Laura 

GSC Co-chair 

https://www.aaal-gsc.org/
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/copy-of-2017-gsc-events
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/blog/
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/blog/2018-aaal-conference-roommate-finder
http://www.aaal.org/page/ConConnections
https://phunghuyedu.wordpress.com/
https://twitter.com/AAALGrad?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/AAALGrad
https://www.aaal-gsc.org
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News from Social Media  
Sub-committee  

The GSC social media committee held the ̉rst 

topical webinar on January 21st this year. Over 

100 participants joined the webinar to watch Dr. 

Tim McNamara discuss the issue of fairness and 

justice related to language testing for 

immigration and citizenship. If you missed the 

webinar and are still interested in learning about 

it, you may access the webinar recording and 

presenter's slides from www.aaal-gsc.org/

language-testing-issues. 

In the upcoming month before our annual 

conference, the GSC Social Media Committee will 

be sharing tips and information related to our 

annual conference in Chicago. If you are still 

looking for roommates, you may use the 

Roommate Finder (www.aaal-gsc.org/blog/2018-

aaal-conference-roommate-̉nder). Information 

about restaurants, transportation, sightseeing 

and other conference tips have been and will be 

shared via our GSC blog (www.aaal-gsc.org/blog), 

so please stay tuned! Most importantly, we are 

holding a pre-conference webinar to discuss how 

to navigate the conference program and network 

during the conference. Renowned scholars, A. 

Suresh Canagarajah, Paul Kei Matsuda, and Tim 

McNamara will be our panelists, so you do not 

want to miss out this one! The webinar will be 

held on March 11th, from 4:00 to 5:30 PM EST. 

Join and register via https://bit.ly/2C7ISUq. 

Graduate Student  
Meet and Greet  

Friday, March 23 @ 8 PM  
 

Come meet your fellow grads in 

a fun, informal space! From 8:00 

to 10:00 PM on Friday, March 

23rd, the AAAL GSC Steering 

Committee is hosting a meet-

and-greet for all AAAL graduate 

students in the hotel bar of the 

Sheraton. We will provide 

appetizers and create an 

opportunity for you to meet 

graduate students in your ̉eld 

at different institutions. We 

hope to see you there!   

 

 

 

Unpacking the AAAL 
Ethics Guidelines  

Saturday, March 24 @ 12 PM  
 

You are cordially invited to 

attend our GSC event! In this 

workshop, the AAAL Ethics 

Taskforce will present the newly 

endorsed Ethics Guidelines 

which are intended as a frame of 

reference to provide guidance 

for graduate students on ethical 

conduct, criteria, and practices 

in three areas: research, 

teaching, and service. Through 

this roundtable format, graduate 

students will engage with each 

area of the newly endorsed 

guidelines and the Task Force 

members who have created 

them. Lunch will be provided to 

those who attend!  

The Successful  
Academic Journey  

Sunday, March 25 @ 6:30 PM  
 

Following up on last yearɠs 

successful graduate student 

dinner event, this year, our 

Q&A session will center around 

the question, How can we not 

only survive but also thrive in 

our journey as graduate 

students? Come join us for 

dinner and a roundtable 

discussion on Sunday, March 

25th. We will talk about 

important topics such as 

publications, grant proposal 

writing, the job search, and the 

responsibilities of ̉rst-year 

faculty members. Dinner will be 

provided!  

https://www.aaal-gsc.org/language-testing-issues
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/language-testing-issues
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/blog/2018-aaal-conference-roommate-finder
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/blog/2018-aaal-conference-roommate-finder
https://www.aaal-gsc.org/blog
https://bit.ly/2C7ISUq
http://www.aaal.org/general/custom.asp?page=EthicsGuidelines
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BY RAYOUNG SONG  

Dr. Shoko Sasayama is an assistant professor 

at the University of Tokyo. She completed her 

Ph.D. in Linguistics in 2015 from Georgetown 

University. Her academic interests include: 

Second Language Acquisition, Language 

Education, and Educational Assessment. She is 

the winner of the 2017 AAAL Dissertation 

Award for her dissertation ɢValidating the 

assumed relationship between task design, 

cognitive complexity, and second language task 

performance.ɣ I talked to Dr. Sasayama to 

learn more about her dissertation and her 

academic journey from a graduate student to a 

faculty member. 

Could you introduce yourself to AAAL 

grad students? 

I am Dr. Shoko Sasayama, and I obtained my 

Ph.D. degree in Linguistics from Georgetown 

University in 2015. I currently work as an 

assistant professor at the University of 

Tokyo. My academic interests include Task-

based language teaching (TBLT), second 

language testing and assessment, and 

program evaluation. And on a more personal 

note, I love running and outdoor activities.  

How did you become interested in your 

area of study? How did you start your 

journey in academia? 

I got interested in SLA and language 

pedagogy somewhat early in my career. 

When I was an undergraduate student at 

Doshisha University in Kyoto, Japan, I was 

introduced to the ideas of SLA and language 

pedagogy. I thought that SLA theory could 

help improve language education, English 

education in particular, in Japan. So I wanted 

to learn more about them. 

The more I learned about SLA theories, I 

started to realize that TBLT was what I was 

looking for. TBLT is an approach to language 

education thatɠs motivated by a lot of SLA 

theories, and it is the kind of approach that 

emphasizes the use of communication-based 

activities in the classroom. I thought if we 

could introduce TBLT into the classroom in 

Japan, we might be able to help L2 learners of 

English to become better able to 

communicate in English, and it also would 

provide a potentially better way to teach 

grammar or necessary forms for doing the 

target tasks. So thatɠs how I got interested in 

SLA and TBLT. 

Did your journey lead to the topic of your 

dissertation? How did you decide on your 

dissertation topic? 

As I mentioned, I became interested in TBLT 

quite early in my career and then I got 

interested in task design in particular. I think 

that was because when I look back, task 

design is one of the areas that a lot of SLA 

researchers were really interested in 

investigating. Also, I thought task design 

would have a lot of pedagogical implications. 

So this combination really attracted me as a 

potential topic for my research. 
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Then, for my Master's thesis, I did research 

on task design and the notion of cognitive 

task complexity in particular. Here, the basic 

research question is, what effects on task 

performance and learning are there if we 

change task design features to pose more or 

less cognitive demands? The more I read 

about that topic and did research on it, the 

more questions I started to have about the 

̉eld and its approach to research. So, in the 

̉eld traditionally, what happened was that 

researchers would assume if we change task 

design elements, that will automatically lead 

to more or less cognitive demands posed by 

that particular task. For example, if we 

increase the number of elements involved in 

a task, the task will automatically be 

cognitively more complex. And that was sort 

of the assumption that nobody really tried to 

empirically verify. But then I thought, is it 

really the case? Is this so-called complex task 

actually cognitively complex? So I wanted to 

see if that was the case and I wanted to see if 

we can actually verify that empirically. That 

was the ̉rst question that I had, and then the 

second question was about the relationship 

between cognitive task complexity and task 

performance. So there are two competing 

theories in this area, and they would make 

different predictions about the relationship 

between cognitive complexity and task 

performance. Both theories assume that if we 

increase cognitive task complexity, that will 

have a systematic positive or negative effect 

on task performance. I wanted to see if that 

is actually the case, if the relationship 

between these two factors is actually 

straightforward as argued or a little more 

complicated than that. 

 

 

Then, what did you ̉nd in your 

dissertation? 

My dissertation was motivated by these two 

fundamental questions that I mentioned. 

First, I sought to answer my question of 

whether a so-called complex task is actually 

complex or not. This endeavor was quite new 

in cognitive complexity research, so we 

didn't really have any appropriate measures 

in our ̉eld, SLA. So I looked for independent 

measures of cognitive complexity, or 

cognitive load, in other areas like cognitive 

psychology. Then, I found a few that we 

might be able to use in our ̉eld, so I adopted 

those. I ended up investigating four of them: 

dual task methodology, time estimation, task 

dif̉culty questionnaire, and mental effort 

questionnaire. I used these measures to 

assess the complexity levels of four picture-

based narrative tasks, and I also collected a 

lot of qualitative retrospective data from the 

120 participantsɠ perspectives on sources of 

complexity within the tasks. What I found 

was we cannot assume the level of 

complexity just based on, for example, the 

number of elements involved in the task. So  
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originally, the level of complexity of these 

four tasks was manipulated by design, by 

changing the number of elements. And the 

number of elements did have an effect on the 

level of cognitive task complexity. But it 

wasn't the only factor; other factors like 

clarity of storyline, code complexity, and 

performance-related factors were also found 

to in̊uence cognitive task complexity, and 

these were identỉed by the participants 

themselves. So that was one of the most 

interesting ̉ndings of my dissertation. As 

researchers then, we really have to measure 

the level of complexity rather than assuming 

it. And now it's becoming a new sort of 

standard practice in the ̉eld. 

How did you decide to apply for the AAAL 

dissertation award? 

I was recommended by one of the faculty 

members at Georgetown University, so that's 

how I got to know about the dissertation 

award. But around that time, a portion of my 

dissertation was published or was about to be 

published as an article in The Modern 

Language Journal. So I thought there might 

be enough interest for this kind of work to be 

considered for the dissertation award by the 

committee. 

What were some of the biggest challenges 

when you were dissertating? Do you have 

any advice on how to overcome those 

challenges? 

As you can imagine, writing a dissertation is 

a really long and time-consuming journey. 

For me, it took about three years to collect all 

the data that I needed and about half a year 

to write up the dissertation. Collecting the 

data for me was really fun because I could see 

how L2 learners reacted to and interacted 

with the four tasks that I asked them to do, 

and it was fun eliciting their ideas, their 

reactions to the tasks and just seeing how 

they do on these tasks. 

The writing itself maybe was less fun, and it 

was kind of a lonely endeavor. I just had so 

much to write about, and sometimes I felt 

like Iɠd never ̉nish writing everything that I 

wanted to write about. But in times like 

those, I would think about running long-

distance races. When Iɠm running, Iɠd tell 

myself ɢas long as I keep moving my legs, I 

will reach the goal at some point.ɣ So, when I 

was writing the dissertation I told myself the 

same thing: ɢIf I keep writing, Iɠll ̉nish at 

some point.ɣ So I think that helped me to 

keep moving. 

Many AAAL grad students are 

international students who might 

consider going back to their country of 

origin to pursue their career after their 

Ph.D. How did you make that decision? 

As I mentioned, the very reason why I got 

interested in SLA and language education 

was because I thought SLA theories could 




















