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Proponents of the traditional stance that the L1 should be avoided in language 

learning might perceive an L1-supportive multilingual language learning environment to be 

at odds with the encouragement of target language use in a self-access space. We, however, 

believe that there is no conflict. This paper documents our efforts, as learning advisors in a 

self-access learning center (SALC) at a Japanese university, to address learners’ needs in 

both regards by developing an area devoted to English speaking within a multilingual space 

in the SALC. We created the area to promote learners’ English use and later initialized or 

supported events that further facilitated their English speaking while preserving the benefits 

of multilingualism for language learning. The context is first introduced, including the 

process of developing the new area and relevant theory, followed by descriptions of and the 

rationale for events and projects that were held there. Finally, we briefly describe ongoing 

research on the area and our observations to date.  

 

Context 

The SALC described here is located in a private university with approximately 4,400 

students, all majoring in foreign languages or international communication. A new facility for 

the SALC opened in 2017. Whereas the previous SALC had an “English only” language 

policy, a new policy was implemented concurrently with the move to the new building. The 

first floor of the SALC is multilingual, and the second floor is “English only.” We use 

multilingual here to mean that students can use any language, including Japanese. The 

university has another self-access facility with separate areas for each of the seven non-

English language majors, but it was anticipated that the new SALC would become a major 

gathering point for students of all majors, considering its size and central location on campus. 

The reasons for the dual policies thus include reaffirming that the SALC supports all students 

(not just English majors) and responding to a belief commonly expressed by students that the 

previous SALC was intended for and dominated by students who specialized in English 

(Imamura, 2018). The policies were also intended to support the use of any language in 

service of learning all target languages. Aside from policy change, this encouragement 

includes bi- or multilingual promotional signage, learner communities (i.e., student-organized 

groups) for learning other languages through the L2 (English), advising services in multiple 

languages (e.g., English, Japanese, Spanish), and projects promoting explicit expression by 

students of their choice of language while in the SALC. 

It soon became apparent, however, that students still needed additional support for 

using their target language in the multilingual space. Rather than taking the multilingual 
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policy to mean that all languages can be used, students tend to apply it as permission to use 

their L1, which for nearly all students is Japanese (perhaps contrasting the policy with the 

second floor’s English-only rule). Many students thus use Japanese mainly for socializing 

rather than for social learning purposes. Consequently, Imamura (2018) found that when 

students do want to use English on the first floor, they feel anxiety about doing so due to the 

surrounding Japanese-dominated environment. She also reported that some students desired a 

structured space for their English learning on the first floor. We felt that such a space could 

benefit students that lacked the confidence to use the all-English second floor. The English-

only area (from anecdotal experience of student opinions, even dating back to the previous, 

all-English SALC) tends to be perceived as the domain of highly proficient English users. 

Other research has revealed that although many students wanted to communicate in English, 

they desired more support to do so, including semi-structured spaces or events providing 

opportunities to use English (Yarwood et al., 2019).  

 

Figure 1 

The ESPA in September 2019 

 

 



Nurturing English Use in a Multilingual Space 

JASAL Journal Vol.1, No. 1, June 2020 142 

As one response to these needs, in June 2018, an area devoted to English speaking, 

dubbed the English Speaking Practice Area (ESPA), was created on the first floor. In this 

space, unlike on the all-English second floor, any language could be used, but it was expected 

that students’ focus would be on speaking English. A central area in the SALC was chosen 

for the ESPA, as it was highly visible and thus suited to establishing a positive atmosphere 

for social learning. Additionally, being on a slightly raised platform, the area had an existing 

demarcation. In arranging the ESPA, we applied some of Edlin’s (2016) principles for self-

access space design (e.g., welcoming environments; design facilitating social interaction). 

The area originally contained seating for groups of up to four, and students tended to study 

quietly there. In order to create a relaxed environment more conducive to social interaction, 

we mostly replaced the furniture with sofas and large, comfortable chairs (some seating 

arrangements were left for smaller, quiet conversations; see Figure 1 or Imamura & 

Wongsarnpigoon, 2019, for more images). The layout has slightly changed several times in 

order to further encourage social learning and discourage sleeping on the sofa. This trend 

reflected larger, general discrepancies between our hopes for the SALC design and actual use 

by students, who may perceive it more as a student commons for quiet study or socialization. 

 

Translanguaging 

While envisioning the ESPA, the concept of translanguaging was a large influence.  

García (2009) defines translanguaging as “multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals 

engage in order to make sense of their bilingual worlds” (p. 45). Translanguaging portrays 

the whole of all available linguistic resources in multilingual worlds as a single repertoire. 

The notion has been key for recent researchers of multilingual education questioning the 

traditional bias against learners’ L1 in foreign language classrooms (Cummins, 2007). 

Similarly, we hoped that applying translanguaging principles would help to change the 

prejudice that in L2 speaking, L1 use was detrimental and to be avoided. García and Li Wei 

(2014) also emphasize that translanguaging practices facilitate learners’ development of their 

multilingual identities. We hoped that in the ESPA, students would benefit from combining 

their Japanese, English, and other linguistic resources and also be able to explore their 

identities as multilingual language users.  

 

Projects Implemented 

After the ESPA opened, students began gathering there but largely continued to use 

the space for studying quietly or socializing in Japanese. We realized that they still needed 
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more structured support and scaffolding for their target language use, as seen in previous 

research (Yarwood et al., 2019) and student survey results (SALC, 2019). In terms of 

Gardner and Miller’s (1999) levels of guidance in self-access centers, the SALC has existing 

structured (e.g., a writing center) and semi-structured (e.g., a drop-in advising desk) support 

systems. As an unstructured system, however, the ESPA appeared to be difficult to use as 

initially envisioned. As one response, in June 2019, we started holding weekly casual 

conversation sessions, in which we were present in the ESPA; students were welcome to join 

and stay as long as they liked. Initially, each session had a predetermined topic, which was 

advertised on posters in the SALC; however, after several weeks, we stopped deciding the 

topics and let conversations develop naturally. Although the number of participants in any 

single session was usually small (five or fewer), a few students became regular attendees. In 

keeping with the beliefs behind the multilingual policy, Japanese was sometimes used (by the 

students and by us) to scaffold English use. Interestingly, some regular participants were non-

English (e.g., Indonesian) majors, and although the focus was on English, the group’s 

conversations would sometimes involve their languages of study or one of our heritage 

languages (Thai). 

Another element in developing the ESPA as a place for multilingual social learning 

was its use for learner-organized events. In particular, starting in July 2019, SALC peer 

advisors (student staff who have undergone training for advising fellow learners) decided to 

hold monthly lunchtime events in the ESPA known as “TACO (Talking Activity and 

Collaborate with Others) Tuesday.” We assisted with logistics, promotion, and post-event 

reflection, but otherwise, the events were completely organized and run by students. A 

mixture of English and Japanese was used during these events while discussing issues and 

accomplishing tasks relevant to students (e.g., time management, job hunting). The 

organizers were pleased with the turnout for TACO Tuesdays, and several students became 

regular participants. 

Other student groups also held events in the ESPA, including a student art exhibition, 

events regarding LGBTQ+ issues held by a SALC learners’ community, and an event 

promoting awareness of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals held by students 

of a seminar class. In some cases, event organizers asked to use the ESPA due to its location 

and visibility, while we also proactively encouraged students to use the ESPA as a venue for 

their events, in order to promote interaction there. 

In addition, the SALC learning advisors, as part of an effort to reinforce students’ 

awareness of advising services, held casual drop-in advising sessions in the ESPA during one 
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week of the semester. During these times, an advisor would sit in the ESPA. Students could 

approach the advisor to talk about their learning in a relaxed environment without an 

appointment; advisors also initiated conversations with students who were in the ESPA. 

Besides promoting advising services, these sessions also helped to address students’ 

professed needs for scaffolding for their target language use (Yarwood et al., 2019). 

 

Current Research 

We are investigating the effectiveness of events for promoting English usage in the 

ESPA and learners’ perceptions of the necessity of such events for their language learning. 

Another purpose of our research is to explore learners’ awareness of the ESPA. Since June 

2019, we have asked participants in our weekly conversation events, TACO Tuesday events, 

and the casual advising sessions to answer an online Google Forms survey. We have also 

invited survey respondents, as well as event organizers (e.g., SALC peer advisors), to 

participate in semi-structured interviews. It is hoped that this research will help us to provide 

further social learning opportunities through supporting target language use in the ESPA, as 

well as on the multilingual first floor in general. 

 

Observations to Date and Reflection 

Currently, the total number of responses to the questionnaire (N = 21) is insufficient 

for meaningful quantitative analysis. Some open-ended questions, however, yielded 

interesting results. Regarding events in the ESPA, it seems that interacting with others led to 

positive perceptions, as some said that “…the participants were all kind,” or “I was able to 

talk with people who have high motivation for English.” (We translated responses from the 

original Japanese.) The responses also indicated a possible need to continue raising 

awareness of the ESPA’s purpose. Students’ perceptions of the ESPA prior to participating in 

events included responses such as merely “a place with comfortable sofas” or “an individual 

study space, but a place for speaking English.” Finally, when asked their opinions on using 

their L1 to support their English speaking, responses such as “We should try to use it as little 

as possible,” and “…We have to make the effort to communicate our ideas without using 

[Japanese]” revealed that while both Japanese and English were used in ESPA events, there 

were still an “English-only” bias and a need to further encourage translanguaging in 

multilingual environments. We could possibly address this need through signage, awareness-

raising workshops, and demonstrating translanguaging through our own language use or that 

of student event leaders. 
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In presenting this research at the 2019 JASAL National Conference (Imamura & 

Wongsarnpigoon, 2019), we received helpful feedback and questions from other conference 

attendees. In particular, discussing questions about the identity of the learning space, how the 

principles of translanguaging are implemented in the ESPA, and how speaking is facilitated 

there inspired us to reflect on our practices as well as further directions for this research. 

Additionally, the process of preparing and delivering our presentation prompted us to 

consider the identity of the ESPA and the impact of learner-organized events on SALC users’ 

awareness of not only the space but of potential opportunities for English learning on the 

multilingual first floor. 

 

Next Steps 

In the 2020–21 academic year, we had planned to continue holding weekly casual 

speaking events. As at universities worldwide, however, the 2020 pandemic crisis has forced 

the closing of the campus and suspension of our plans. Although one of the main organizers 

of TACO Tuesday has graduated, the other peer advisors have expressed interest in 

continuing the event. We hope that whenever the SALC reopens, having these regular events 

occurring (in a safe fashion) from the start will help in further establishing a community and 

interactive environment in the ESPA; in particular, such events being visible to new first-year 

students could aid in emphasizing the identity of the ESPA as a social learning space. We 

also hope that they will be inspired to participate in events from the beginning of their 

campus life, when new students are still seeking out activities to join. 

We will also continue encouraging the use of ESPA by university communities for 

events. Increased cooperation and communication with student leaders and SALC 

practitioners (administrative staff and learning advisors) will be crucial in further promoting 

the ESPA as a venue for learners’ events. Additionally, our research and student survey data 

have highlighted the need to consider our methods of event publicity and raising awareness 

of the ESPA (e.g., signage or workshops), as a frequent theme is students’ lack of awareness 

of such issues.  

Our research will also continue when events can safely resume. As more quantitative 

data is necessary for analysis, we plan to continue administering the survey to event 

participants along with eliciting interviews in order to aid qualitative analysis. Increased data 

will provide more information that will help us understand how students perceive their 

language use in the ESPA as well as the space itself. This understanding, in turn, can allow us 

to promote and investigate in further detail the practical application of translanguaging there. 
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As Imamura (2018) also found that some students wanted the SALC to have spaces for 

practicing non-English languages, the ESPA (the “English” in its name notwithstanding) 

could be a suitable venue for such practice. Although we lack the space for a discussion of 

the university’s existing self-access spaces for other languages (see articles published in 

“Language Acquisition and Language Use in the MULC,” 2019), future larger-scale research 

could involve collaboration with faculty or staff to compare translanguaging practices or the 

various areas’ identities. Finally, we are considering how, moving forward, we might apply 

Gee’s (2005) work on affinity spaces, which involves greater emphasis on space than on 

community membership, to provide our research with new angles for our analysis.  
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