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Introduction 

Clair Taylor, Gifu Shotoku Gakuen University, Japan 

Hisako Yamashita, Konan Women’s University, Japan 

Joseph Tomei, Kumamoto Gakuen University, Japan 

 
 

2020 has been a difficult year for self-access centers in Japan, as the global pandemic 
caused most universities to close campus facilities for the spring semester, shifting SAC services, 
such as advising, online. This inevitably led many SAC researchers to pause ongoing research 
projects, and focus instead on supporting their students during this challenging period. As a 
consequence, the number of submissions to this issue was a little lower than for the first issue. 
Nevertheless, the papers collected here address some of the core aspects of SACs, and their 
unique contribution to students’ lives. Three very central themes are explored: 

● SAC language policies. One of the main factors that sets self-access centers or social 
language learning spaces apart from other spaces in which learners gather to form 
learning communities is the fact that each SAC will have a language policy. In her 
paper, Thornton explores how students at two different universities understand the 
policies in their respective learning spaces, and the complex factors that affect the 
students’ language choices and use in these semi-naturalistic settings. 

● Motivational factors in SALCs. Andersson and Nakahashi look at the L2 
Motivational Self System and SALC users in Japan, exploring what motivates 
university students to make voluntary use of SALC services.  

● Student staff. SACs typically have student staff working alongside professional staff in 
either a paid or voluntary capacity. Kanduboda explores how this work experience—
with the opportunities it presents to put L2 learning to practical use, and to reflect and 
collaborate in a supportive environment—can lead to deep learning for participants. 

In addition to these research papers, Taylor, Hooper, Kushida, Lyon, Sampson, 
Hayashi, Wolanski, and Thornton provide a report on the JASAL Forum which was held at 
JALT2020 (the annual international conference for the Japan Association for Language 
Teaching) in November of this year. This was JASAL’s first time to participate in the JALT 
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annual conference as a domestic partner, and it is very exciting for us as an organization to be 
building bonds with other organizations within Japan and beyond. 

As we approach the JASAL2020 national conference, held online for the first time due to the 
pandemic, these papers help us focus on the students who make up our SAC communities, 
keeping their voices at the center of our attention, which is what we need to do in order to 
support them through the changes and challenges that this year has presented. 
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Abstract 
The recent focus on multilingualism in applied linguistics has led researchers to reexamine 
language learning processes, and reject the monolingual bias inherent in many previous approaches 
to language acquisition research and education. This has also resulted in a questioning of language 
policies in curricula and classrooms around the world. Non-classroom language learning spaces 
(LLSs) in Japan are also starting to be examined through a multilingual lens. These LLSs are 
curated environments especially designed to support self-directed language learning and 
international exchange, and often have explicit language policies in place. While some LLSs focus 
on one language in particular, often English, others may be multilingual. 
This paper, part of a wider project investigating all aspects of language policy and practice in LLSs, 
focuses on the attitudes of student users at two LLSs in Japan, each with different language policies. 
Interviews and focus groups were conducted to investigate learner attitudes to those language 
policies and how rules or guidelines around language in the space shape the LLS users’ perspectives 
on their own language use, including their attitudes to multilingualism and use of their dominant 
languages. While there was broad support for multilingualism in both LLSs, findings showed that 
the language policy in place did influence attitudes towards the relative roles of English and the 
learners’ dominant languages. 

 
 

応用言語学における多言語主義への最近の注目は、研究者たちに言語学習プロセスを

再検討させ、言語習得の研究や教育に対するこれまでの多くのアプローチに内在するモノ

リンガル・バイアスを否定させることにつながっています。これはまた、世界中のカリキ

ュラムや教室での言語政策に疑問を投げかける結果となりました。日本の自律学習言語ス

ペース（LLS）も多言語のレンズを通して検討され始めています。LLSは、自主的な言語

学習や国際交流を支援するために設計された環境であり、多くの場合、明確な言語ポリシ

ーが設定されている。そのLLSは1つの言語（多くの場合は英語）に焦点を当てている

か、多言語を促進します。 

この論文は、日本の2つのLLSで、それぞれの学生の利用者の態度に焦点を当てたもの

である。インタビューとフォーカスグループを実施し、それらの言語政策に対する学習者

の態度、また、LLS内の言語に関する規則やガイドラインがどのようにして、多言語主義

への態度や自分たちの主要言語の使用を含めて、LLS利用者自身の言語使用に対する視点

を形成しているのかを調査しました。両方の LLS で多言語主義が広く支持されていまし

たが、設置されている言語ポリシーが、英語と学習者の主要言語の相対的な役割に対する

態度に影響を与えていることがわかりました。 

 

Keywords: self-access, language policy, social learning space  
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Non-classroom language learning spaces (LLSs) are curated spaces, usually but not 

exclusively at universities, where students can gather to learn foreign languages and interact with 

people from different cultures. While some LLSs focus on one language in particular, often English, 

others are multilingual. Unlike classrooms, they are often governed by informal social norms rather 

than strict rules. Language policy in such spaces may be determined by several factors, including 

the beliefs of institutional stakeholders, understanding of second language acquisition research, and 

user preferences (Thornton, 2018), and may be explicitly stated or implicitly interpreted by users as 

they negotiate their identities and membership of the space. The communities of practice formed in 

these spaces serve as support networks for emergent bi- and multilinguals, and therefore how 

languages are used between participants is of particular importance.  

This qualitative research takes a case study approach to investigate the attitudes of students 

at two LLSs in Japan, each with different approaches to language policy. Interviews and focus 

groups were conducted to determine characteristics of students’ own language use and the different 

attitudes they had to aspects of language policy in their LLS. This paper first highlights recent 

research into multilingualism in foreign language contexts such as Japan, and in LLSs in particular, 

before describing how this study was conducted. Findings from the data are then discussed with 

implications for language policy in non-classroom learning spaces. 

 

The Multilingual Turn in Applied Linguistics 

It has been widely acknowledged that the field of applied linguistics has experienced a 

“multilingual turn” (Ortega, 2010, cited in May, 2014, p. ix) over the last decade or so, with 

scholars rejecting the previously dominant ideology of seeing language education as being largely a 

matter of monolinguals learning additional, discrete languages, in which their proficiency is 

measured against a “native speaker” ideal. With the more nuanced understanding of language 

acquisition that has been promoted by multilingualism research, the term translanguaging has 

gathered popularity as a way to describe how multilinguals make meaning and express their 

complex identities: People are conceptualised as drawing on a wide variety of linguistic resources, 

often from different named languages, which are appropriate for each context. Researchers of 

translanguaging such as García and Li Wei (2014), and Otheguy et al. (2018) do not deny the 

existence of named languages such as Japanese, English, Spanish, but they see them as purely 

social and political constructs imposed on individuals’ linguistic repertoires. Despite this growing 

movement, and well-established research showing the value of drawing on existing knowledge of 

languages when learning additional ones (Anton & Dicamilla, 1999; Macaro, 2001; Turnbull, 

2018), in educational contexts translanguaging is still often regarded with suspicion and may even 
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be officially proscribed. When students and teachers do engage in translanguaging, they often do so 

in a “clandestine” way (Escobar, 2019, p. 291).  

Research into translanguaging focuses largely on two different areas: 1) examining how 

identity and language use in naturalistic settings are negotiated by proficient and emerging 

multilinguals, often immigrants to new countries, or those being raised in immigrant families, (Li 

Wei, 2011; Baynham et al., 2015; Creese et al., 2017); 2) the influence of official language policies 

in educational contexts such as heritage language complementary schools (Creese & Blackledge, 

2010) or mainstream bilingual education programmes (García & Sylvan, 2009; Wiley & García, 

2016). This paper examines a context which has not yet received much attention in the literature: 

the experiences of learners of English in Japan and international students studying Japanese there, 

who use the semi-naturalistic settings provided by LLSs to support their language learning.  

 

Multilingualism in the Japanese Context  

Strong criticisms have been made about the gap between official rhetoric of the Ministry of 

Education which promotes multilingualism (e.g., Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 

and Technology, 2012) and the reality of language education contexts, which still tend to have a 

strong focus on English, to the exclusion of other languages, and “fail     …to promote 

cosmopolitan pluralism” (Kubota, 2002, p.14). Butler and Iino (2005) characterise multilingualism 

in Japan as “Japanese-English bilingualism”, with little attention given to other languages or the 

plurality of everyday experience of language use in Japan. Alternatively, Galloway et al. (2020) use 

the term “Englishisation” when referring to the internationalisation in English as the medium of 

instruction (EMI) contexts. Japan is criticised for having little understanding of English as a lingua 

franca and perpetuating strong native speaker myths (Galloway, 2013; Kubota, 2011), which further 

reinforce the idea of additive bilingualism, and the expectation that one should aim for native-like 

proficiency in any additional language to be considered a successful bi- or multilingual. While 

language classroom contexts and curricula have been investigated in some depth (Carson, 2014; 

McMillan et al., 2009; Moore, 2013), LLSs can also contribute to the attitudes of citizens towards 

multilingualism and the status of English and other languages in Japanese society. This research 

examines their role through an investigation of student attitudes to language policy and language 

use. 

 

Language Policy in LLSs 

In the last several years, more attention has started to be paid to language policy in LLS 

research, although this area of study is still in its infancy. In a previous study by the author 
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(Thornton, 2018), practitioners in 30 LLSs around the world were surveyed about their language 

policies and their attitudes to them. The analysis revealed that while strict TL-only language 

policies did exist in a third of centres surveyed, these were often in foreign language environments 

where there were only limited opportunities for learners to use their TLs outside the institution. In 

these LLSs, many practitioners had ambivalent or unsupportive attitudes to these policies or 

reported such attitudes from other stakeholders of the LLS, including student users. Particular 

concerns were expressed about the affective impact of strict language policies that could 

“intimidate” or “discourage” potential users (Thornton, 2018, p. 168). Attitudes towards more 

flexible language policies were more positive, but some reservations were expressed that such a 

policy may deny students opportunities to use their TL(s), a key mission of most LLSs. In LLSs 

that stated there was no official policy, there was often an assumed language of interaction, which 

seemed to go largely unquestioned by those in charge. Recent research into multilingualism, such as 

the studies highlighted above, suggest that it would be useful for a more critical lens to be applied to 

how languages are promoted and used in all LLSs, and to the messages that learners receive about 

how to use their various linguistic resources in these semi-naturalistic learning environments. 

While Thornton’s (2018) work has provided a useful background to the issue of language 

policy in general, other studies have investigated specific LLS environments and included some 

student perspectives. Adamson and Fujimoto-Adamson (2012) document the transition in their LLS 

from a monolingual policy to a “translanguaging policy”, where no language of interaction was 

specified. They conclude that this flexible language policy is more compatible with fostering 

autonomous learning, as student mentors were able to adopt a form of advising which helps 

students reflect on their own personal language use, rather than having to enforce or follow a strict 

policy, which may leave little room for reflection.  

Imamura (2018) reports on research conducted to investigate student attitudes to a new 

language policy when the LLS at her institution moved into a new building. While the previous 

LLS was an English-only space, a hybrid policy was adopted in the new facility, with an English-

only policy on the upper level and a multilingual policy on the ground floor. Despite student 

surveys conducted both before and after the new facility opened seeming to support the presence of 

an English-only area within the larger LLS, she notes a gap in students’ professed preferences and 

their actual behaviour, as the English-only policy was often ignored. She concludes that students 

desire to use this English-only space but often feel anxious when faced with the prospect of it, and 

need more support to be able to use it successfully. As a result, a more flexible English-focused 

space, where other languages could also be used, was established on the multilingual floor to 

provide a supportive environment for those students not confident enough to use the English-only 
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area (Wongsarnpigoon & Imamura, 2020). Initial research into this new space has revealed that 

students who joined learner-led sessions held there had positive impressions of it, but that more 

awareness-raising is necessary to help students understand the purpose of the space and how it 

differs from the floor above, with its stricter language policy. 

The current study is a contribution to this growing field of research by investigating student 

language use and their attitudes to language policy in a more in-depth fashion, using interviews and 

a focus group with students who are student staff or regular users of LLSs at two institutions in 

Japan. The following research questions were used to guide the research:  

1. How do the student users of the LLSs characterise their own language use in the space? 

2. What are their attitudes towards how language is used in their LLS?  

3. What are their attitudes to the language policy in their LLSs?  

4. To what extent do they demonstrate support for multilingualism? 

 

The Case Study Contexts 

This research took place with student users of two university LLSs in Japan, one in an urban 

area (LLS1), and one in a more rural area (LLS2). Both LLSs were established in the last ten years. 

The researcher is the director of LLS1, and therefore it is important to acknowledge the effect that 

the researcher will have undoubtedly had on the data.  

Details of the two LLSs are summmarised in Table 1.   

 

Table 1 

Background Information of LLS1 and LLS2 

 

 

 LLS1 LLS2 

No. of  
students at 
institution 

6500 students 3000 students 

Learners’  
Fields of  
Study 

Social sciences (economics,  
management, sociology, psychology,  
international liberal arts) 

Education, nursing, and foreign  
languages 
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LLS Focus 

- Two SAC spaces over two 
campuses 

- Focus on autonomy, language 
learning and international exchange 

- Mainly English, recent efforts to be 
more multilingual 

- One small conversation lounge 
(new study annex planned for 
April 2020) 

- Focus on foreign language 
interaction  

- Mainly English, some Chinese 
and other languages 

LLS Users 

- 50% English majors (majority A1 – 
A2, some B1 and B2) 

- several dozen international students, 
either enrolled in undergraduate 
courses or one- or two-semester 
exchange programmes (from Asia, 
Europe, and some English-speaking 
countries) 

- Mostly foreign language dept 
(majority B1 – B2 English) 

- No exchange students on 
campus, some non-Japanese 
students enrolled in 
undergraduate courses 

LLS Staff 

- 1 full-time director/advisor (faculty) 
- 1 full-time teacher (non-faculty) 

(both from English speaking 
countries and fluent in Japanese) 

- 1 Japanese-English bilingual 
administrator  

- 2 part-time conversation session 
teachers (1 Japanese, 1 American, 
both bilingual) 

- 30 student volunteers (various 
nationalities) 

- 1 faculty member with director 
duties 

- Several part-time advisors 
(available for conversation, 
language support, advising) 
(all bilingual Japanese-
English/Chinese) 

 
Note. English proficiency levels refer to the European Common Framework of Reference 

(CEFR) and are estimated by the director of LLS1. 

 

Language Policies 

Both LLSs are more commonly known by acronyms, not given here to preserve anonymity, 

and both include the word “English” in their names. Despite this, the stated language policies of 

both LLSs are in reality more inclusive of other languages than their official titles may suggest. 

Information about the language policies given below comes from the author, as director of LLS1, 

and from a background interview conducted with the director of LLS2, with whom this information 

was fact-checked before publication. 

Background and Language Policy in LLS1 

LLS1 was established in 2013. Its aims were to facilitate international exchange and promote 

English language education. The incoming director (the researcher) also had a strong belief in the 

importance of fostering learning autonomy. LLS1 does not have a stated language policy which 
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requires a specific language to be used, but English and Japanese are spoken fluently by all full-

time staff. The advisor and teacher are from English-speaking inner circle countries (although the 

advisor also speaks French and German). There are no prominent signs announcing any guidelines 

about language use in the LLS. Posters and other signs in the LLS are predominantly bilingual 

(English and Japanese). In orientations (in both English and Japanese), students are encouraged to 

speak “English as much as you can” but explicitly told that Japanese and other languages are 

permitted. They are also told that the reception counter is an English zone, and a bilingual list of 

useful expressions is provided to encourage English interaction. In reality, however, Japanese is 

often used here by staff and student volunteers to build rapport with new students and share 

information, and this is suggested as appropriate use in the student staff training. Advising sessions 

are conducted predominantly in Japanese, with the option to use English, and the full-time teacher 

uses almost exclusively English with the students. Both group and individual English conversations 

sessions are offered daily, but there are no services for other languages, although the advising 

sessions can be used to discuss the learning of any language. 

Background and Language Policy in LLS2 

The LLS was originally founded by a group of students who had returned from studying in 

English-speaking countries and were looking for opportunities to keep up their English. Eventually, 

they were given an empty classroom to use, with old furniture donated by professors, and shared the 

space with Chinese learners. These students decided a policy of speaking either English or Chinese 

among themselves. While there are no longer students majoring in Chinese at the university, some 

Chinese learners still attend the LLS, which is now in a refurbished space with part-time 

advisors/facilitators employed to support students. The current officially stated policy of LLS2 is 

“No Japanese.” As there are no international students learning Japanese, this policy is aimed at 

encouraging all learners to use their target languages (TLs) when interacting in the space. The 

policy is stated in small print on a sign on the inside of the door of LLS2, but there are no 

prominent signs about language policy posted inside or outside the space. The director and staff 

conduct orientations about the LLS, at which time the policy is communicated verbally. Signage is 

almost exclusively in English, with some Chinese. In the centre, the staff speak only English (or 

Chinese in the case of the Chinese facilitator), but a certain amount of Japanese is tacitly tolerated. 

Staff may give students friendly reminders or just make their presence known, in order to ensure 

students stay in their target language.  
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The Study 

Participants 

LLS1 

The seven participants from LLS1 are all members of the student volunteer staff, who 

organise events and help with counter duties. Four are international students enrolled in mainstream 

undergraduate courses and were already highly proficient in English before entering the university. 

These students all speak at least three, often four languages, including Japanese and English. In 

contrast, English was the only foreign language spoken with any degree of fluency by the three 

Japanese participants, and they had built up their English skills at high school and since studying at 

the university. Further details about the participants are given in Table 2.  

 

Table 2 

Demographic Data of LLS1 Focus Group Participants 

 

Pseudonym used 

(Sex) 

Nationality 
(study abroad 
experience)a 

Spoken 
English 
fluencyb 
(CEFR) 

Major Length of time as 
volunteer staff 

Terry (M) Hong Kong B2/C1 Psychology Over 3 years 

Leon (M) China, mostly  
raised in Japan 

C1 Psychology Over 3 years 

Sally (F) Indonesia C1 Management  2 years 

Midori (F) Japan (USA) B1/B2 Management 1 year 

Dora (F) US/Korea B2 Psychology New staff member 

Fuuka (F) Japan A2 Management 1 semester 

Hiromi (F) Japan (UK – 3  
weeks only) 

A2 Global Japanese 1 semester 

 
aUnless otherwise stated, study abroad experience was either for one or two semesters.  
bSpoken English fluency was estimated by the researcher, who knows each student well in 

their capacity as director of the LLS. 

 

LLS2 
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The four participants from LLS2 are all foreign language majors focusing on English, and 

all are regular users of the LLS. Further details are given in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Demographic Data of LLS2 Interview Participants 

Pseudonym used 

(Sex) 

Nationality 
(study abroad 
experience)a 

Spoken English 
fluencyb 
(CEFR) 

Major Year of study 

Shinsuke (M) Japan (Canada) C1 Foreign 
languages 

4 

Masa (M) Japan (Canada) B2 Foreign 
languages 

3 

Sara (F) Philippines (raised  
in Japan from 
age 13) 

B2 Foreign 
languages 

3 

Kazuki (M) Japan (Australia) B2 Foreign 
languages 

2 

 
aUnless otherwise stated, study abroad experience was either for one or two semesters.  
bSpoken English fluency was estimated by the researcher at the time of interview and 

confirmed with the director of LLS2. 

Data Collection 

 As the huge body of research into multilingualism shows, how languages are used in 

different contexts, and what governs their use, is a hugely complicated issue, so qualitative data 

collection methods were considered most appropriate to obtain rich data about participants’ 

attitudes to language use and perceptions of policy in the LLSs. In LLS1, a focus group of seven 

LLS users was used, whereas in LLS2, four individual semi-structured interviews were conducted. 

Both focus groups and semi-structured interviews enable researchers to focus on the research 

questions, while still allowing space for participants to introduce ideas that they feel are relevant. 

An interview schedule was developed based on the research questions and informed by findings 

that emerged from one of the researcher’s previous studies (Thornton, 2018). A copy of the 

interview schedule can be found in the appendix. 

For the focus group in LLS1, a call for participants was put out to all student volunteers, and 

the seven who responded took part. In LLS2, four students who were using the space, and had free 
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time on the day the researcher was visiting, were approached for interview. In both cases, the 

participants can be said to represent both a convenience and a purposeful sample — a convenience 

one, in that they were easily contactable by the researcher, but also a purposeful sample, because 

participants were all identified as regular users who would be able to talk at length on their 

experiences using the LLS.  

All participants were interviewed in the respective spaces, and the language policies of the 

spaces were followed during the interviews. As a result, participants used both Japanese and 

English in the LLS1 focus group, but in the LLS2 interviews, only English was used. The nature of 

the group dynamics in the focus group at LLS1 may have resulted in more consensus being 

expressed than participants actually felt (Barbour & Schostak, 2007). Data is also likely to have 

been affected by the presence of the researcher, as the director of the centre and an authority figure. 

It will have been known to the participants that the researcher had a role in determining the current 

language policy, and therefore it may be expected that students would be reluctant to openly 

criticise it. These important caveats must be taken into consideration when analysing the resulting 

data.  

Data Analysis 

Immediately after the interviews and focus group, a short summary of each participant 

detailing the researcher’s initial impressions of each of them was written. This description was 

added to as the data was transcribed in detail.  

A thematic analysis was then conducted on each transcript, with codes emerging from the 

data and applied to subsequent data sets. Once all transcripts had been coded, the codes were 

reviewed and refined by the researcher and re-applied to the data. In the following section, findings 

from research questions 1 and 2, regarding language use and attitudes towards it, are given together, 

followed by those for research question 3 and 4, which focuses specifically on the language policy. 

 

Findings 

RQs 1 & 2: Student Language Use in LLS1 (No Language Policy) 

All participants stated that they used both English and Japanese in the LLS, and sometimes 

other languages too, and each seemed to have developed their own language use policy (see below). 

This had undoubtedly been influenced by their volunteer staff training. This training emphasises 

that English should be spoken where possible in the counter area, and that helping students to speak 

English and other languages they are learning is part of their volunteer role, but also that it is 

important to build rapport and make all students feel comfortable in the space, regardless of their 

language ability. When asked how they made decisions about which language to speak, it became 
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clear that language use is negotiated in some quite complicated ways, with participants variously 

stating that the following factors had an influence on their decisions:  

1) Staff role. Four participants stated they made efforts to use English around the counter area, in 

conversation sessions when they were working as student staff, or with other students who 

specifically want to practice English. As a learner of Japanese, Sally said she tended to use 

Japanese when using the LLS in her own free time, but English when she worked at the counter.  

2) Nationality of interlocutor. Both Terry and Hiromi said they tended to decide which language 

to use based on the nationality of their interlocutor, using English for international students but 

Japanese for Japanese students. Hiromi said she may weigh up whether to speak English with a 

fellow Japanese student, knowing they may have come to the space to learn English too, but in 

the end would usually choose Japanese. For Terry, from Hong Kong, even if spoken to in 

English, if the speaker was Japanese he said he would respond in Japanese. If they were a fellow 

international student he would probably use “half and half,” and he would use Cantonese with 

other Cantonese speakers. Sally would also choose to speak Indonesian with fellow Indonesian 

students, their shared mother tongue. Leon notes that he would use English with the teachers, 

who are both from English-speaking countries. 

3) Language initiated by interlocutor. Leon said he often made the decision based on the 

language used by the interlocutor, so if spoken to in English he would always respond in that 

language (unlike Terry). 

4) Proficiency level in foreign language. Students’ own proficiency, and the proficiency of the 

students they are interacting with, also played a strong role. Fuuka, a first-year student, said she 

tries to speak English but often has to fall back on Japanese when talking with international 

students, because she cannot express herself sufficiently in English yet. In these conversations, 

both parties often use their own dominant language, and then they can communicate quite 

smoothly. Both Leon and Samantha, who are highly proficient in English, said they use 

Japanese when the student they are talking to does not speak good English, and English with 

exchange students with low Japanese proficiency. 

5) Familiarity with the LLS. Leon mentioned that he would be more likely to use Japanese with 

students who are new to the space.  

6) Purpose of use. Terry highlighted the importance of establishing why a student wants to use the 

LLS and adjusting the language use based on this. Dora also felt strongly that some students 

may be more interested in international exchange than learning English, so they should not be 

pressured to speak English. 
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Some participants explicitly mentioned regularly mixing languages, and this was evident in 

the focus group data too, with students translanguaging between English and Japanese with ease, as 

demonstrated in the example below:  

Yeah, for example, like me and Terry we understand, and also Dora and also Leon, we 

understand Japanese, so sometimes Japanese riyousha ga Japanese de hanashikaketari suru 

toka demo [users will talk to us in Japanese but] for example in [the other campus] or like 

before, when we had, like, (exchange student’s name) and other guys who couldn't speak 

Japanese, they would, like, isshokenmei [as hard as they can] speak in English because that’s 

the only way they can communicate. (Sally) 

RQs 3 & 4: Attitudes to Language Policy in LLS1 

Participants from LLS1 were asked what they thought of the lack of a strict language policy 

in the space. There was general agreement that it should be a place where multiple languages are 

welcomed, but some disagreement on the relative role that English should play. Some students felt 

that it was right that English should play a dominant role (Hiromi, Fuuka, Terry, Leon), given the 

status of English as the only compulsory foreign language at the university (Fuuka), and the most 

popular language for students (Hiromi). Dora, however, had a strong preference for a truly 

multilingual policy, with sessions offered for other languages and signs and greetings given in 

multiple languages. Concerns were expressed about the effect of a stricter English use policy, in 

that it may exclude less confident English users, who form the majority of students at the 

institution, and also international students who want to improve their Japanese (Sally). There was 

support from most in the group for the “Counter English” guideline (Terry, Leon, Sally, Hiromi, 

Fuuka) whereas Dora thought this guideline undermined the multilingual atmosphere, and Midori 

felt there was a contradiction in telling students they are free to use any language, then insisting on 

English at the counter. 

Several participants commented on the lack of clarity of the current system. Without clear 

guidelines to use one language or another, Midori and Sally both commented that currently some 

users do not focus on language learning in the space at all, instead using it simply as a comfortable 

place to meet their friends. Sally agreed that not having a clear language policy may result in less 

focused language learning: 

If we say any languages okay, they think like this is just like a place to come in, just sit and, 

like, we don't have to do or learn English, but still this is the educational facility so it’s still 

nice that we still have to have English so they will be focused on learning as well. (Sally) 
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In aiming to welcome and cater to all students by not designating a specific language for 

interaction, LLS1 may be lacking in clear support structures that would help all users focus on 

improving their language skills. 

RQs 1 & 2: Student Language Use in LLS2 (No Japanese Policy) 

In contrast to the variety of ways languages are used in LLS1, the four students interviewed 

in LLS2 all said that they used mainly English in their lounge, with Sara also using Chinese and 

Spanish, both of which she is learning, if teachers of those languages are present. The opportunity 

to use English and other foreign languages was stated as the main reason to use LLS2 by all 

interviewees. While others thought that lower-proficiency students tend to use more Japanese, 

Shinsuke felt that it was both motivation and self-discipline which determined whether people 

choose to use English in the LLS, stating that, “it depends how much you have a strong mind.” 

Masa and Shinsuke both mention explicitly inviting the teacher to leave the room and talk to them 

outside if they want to speak in Japanese about something, showing that they take the No Japanese 

rule quite seriously. However, this was not the case if they were talking to fellow students rather 

than staff. All interviewees admitted to sometimes using Japanese socially in the space with friends 

and reported that other users often do the same, especially if no staff are on duty, but some 

struggled to articulate why. Kazuki distinguished between using Japanese for learning purposes and 

for social conversations with friends, feeling that the former should be acceptable. When pushed to 

consider why he would sometimes use Japanese with friends, which he stated he had “never thought 

about before”, Masa stated that it was because they were not confident in English. Sara admitted 

that she openly ignores the policy at times and uses Japanese when interacting with friends: 

“Sometimes I act like I can’t hear [the staff],” but has occasionally been asked to leave the LLS by 

staff before for this reason. Although she breaks the rule sometimes, she gets annoyed with students 

who consistently do not follow the rules, stating that speaking foreign languages is “the purpose of 

this space” and to not do so is “meaningless.” 

These comments show that LLS2 has a very strong identity as a place for students to use the 

languages they are learning, although the policy is not followed completely, even by these 

motivated learners. The role of staff seems to be a pivotal factor, as users are more likely to stay in 

their TLs when speaking to advisors or when staff are present.  

This may suggest that while LLS2 certainly provides a safe environment for using 

languages, having such a strict language policy may be denying these students, and certainly other 

less motivated lounge-users, the opportunity to learn how to implement a “strong mind” (in 

Shinsuke’s words), and exercise some autonomy over language choice. If they are reliant on staff 

being present, it is difficult to tell the extent to which they are making active choices to use their 



Student Attitudes to LLS Policy 
 

JASAL Journal Vol. 1, No. 2, December 2020       17 

TLs, and whether they will be able to make such a choice easily outside of the space and in their 

futures.  

RQ 3 & 4: Attitudes to Language Policy in LLS2 

All students were strongly supportive of the current policy, as evidenced by their 

willingness to stick to it, albeit with some instances of using Japanese. There was broad support for 

multiple languages being used in the lounge too, although this seemed to be a form of 

multilingualism that recognises only a limited role for Japanese, as Masa states: “In my opinion, 

ideal world is all of them only speak foreign language. It’s not only English and Chinese. Spanish is 

okay. French is okay. I can hear lots of types of language.” All interviewees were happy to hear 

other foreign languages in the space even if they were not learning them. Masa, however, was not 

keen on languages being mixed. He noticed that some students sometimes say an English word then 

follow it with the Japanese one, maybe because they are not confident in their pronunciation, but he 

would prefer them to just keep to English. Unlike in LLS1, none of the students engaged in 

translanguaging during the interviews, but given the language policy and the researcher’s status as 

an English-speaking authority figure, this is not surprising. 

  

Discussion 

Despite these LLSs having quite different policies regarding the use of Japanese in the 

spaces, all participants in the study were generally supportive of their respective language policies. 

LLS1 students recognised the necessity for Japanese to be used to create a welcoming atmosphere 

and to support international students. This support may have been influenced by their role as staff, 

which gives them a more nuanced understanding of the role language can play in building 

relationships in the centre. For this reason, more data from non-staff users are necessary to explore 

this issue further.  

Conversely, students at LLS2 strongly supported their No Japanese policy. This support 

should be qualified by stating that all four interviewees students already had high levels of English 

fluency. Those who had spent time on study abroad in their second or third years admitted being too 

intimidated to use the space on first entering the university, and that they only used LLS2 on 

returning from their time overseas. This trend suggests that the No Japanese policy could be 

deterring some lower-proficiency students from accessing the space, as has been reported in 

previous studies (Gillies, 2010; Sampson, 2020; Kushida, 2020), but more data from such students 

is necessary to confirm this speculation. In fact, this possibility has been recognised by the director, 

who has secured an adjoining space, designed for quiet study or advising sessions in any language, 

without a No Japanese policy. 
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The situation in LLS2 is also simplified by the lack of international students at the 

institution, meaning there is no need to support Japanese language learning. LLS1 has a more 

complicated position, as it also has a remit to promote learner autonomy and international exchange 

opportunities not focused on language learning, and to support international students learning 

Japanese. By not having a strict policy, it can welcome learners of any language, and of any 

proficiency. However, without sufficient support and encouragement, and clear messaging about 

expectations of language use, whether there is an emphasis on English or a more multilingual 

approach, the whole emphasis on TL interaction may be lost, as students just use their own 

dominant languages, as Imamura (2018) similarly observed in her LLS.  

All students who took part in the focus group and interviews showed support for 

multilingual spaces, and most were comfortable with the role of English as the dominant foreign 

language among many. Some members of the LLS1 focus group, however, expressed a desire for a 

more level playing field between all languages. On the other hand, in line with the current policy in 

their space, LLS2 students were generally happy for Japanese to only play a minimal role in this 

multilingual space or be excluded altogether. This latter belief may perpetuate the outdated view 

that languages should be kept separate, and of translanguaging as a “furtive” practice (Escobar, 

2019, p. 291) to be avoided. In both LLSs, students may benefit from having more explicit 

conversations about language use and language policy. Through such conversations, LLS1 users 

could gain awareness into the benefits of making more effort to use their TLs even when it is not 

necessary for purely communicative purposes, whereas LLS2 users could reflect on when it may be 

appropriate or acceptable to translanguage.  

Despite the intentions of the directors to encourage elements of multilingualism, both LLSs 

may be seen to be perpetuating the view, criticised by scholars of multilingualism and language 

education in Japan, of English as the dominant language of globalisation. While the LLSs are 

necessarily operating within educational institutions which may prioritise English, they have the 

possibility to become sites from which this ideology can be questioned.  

 

Conclusion 

A clearly stated language policy is evidently a useful tool to support and facilitate language 

learning in LLSs. However, it is rather a blunt one. A strict policy, while providing more 

opportunities for TL use, may also hinder students’ multilingual development by denying 

opportunities for reflection on language use, and for developing the skills necessary to 

translanguage in context-appropriate ways. In the focus group, LLS1 students were able to 

articulate the complex process involved in negotiating language use, whereas students in LLS2 
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seemed less aware of their reasons for sometimes speaking Japanese, despite generally agreeing 

with the rule not to use it. The policy in LLS2, however, does offer a clarity that seems to be 

missing from LLS1. While this lack of strict guidelines on language use may make LLS1 a more 

naturalistic space which closely resembles the world in which students live, LLS2 offers its users a 

space in which they can use languages in a way that may be disapproved of outside the space, 

especially given the rural environment of the institution. 

Language policies in both LLSs are designed to create safe spaces for students to use 

languages; in LLS1 by encouraging translanguaging and a relaxed approach to language use, and in 

LLS2 by creating a social norm to use exclusively target languages that removes the pressure that 

may be felt when using these languages outside the space.  

In order to understand more fully how language policy impacts students’ attitudes to 

language use and their multilingual development more data is needed. This small case study 

focused on two small LLSs in one country, and did not include data from less frequent or less 

motivated users, or, in the case of LLS1, users who do not also work in the centre. Furthermore, the 

potential effect of the researcher as the director of LLS1 must also be considered when interpreting 

the results. While this study relied on students’ self-reports of their language use, future studies 

should include detailed observations of actual LLS language use, especially given Imamura’s 

(2018) observation of contradictions between survey attitudes and observed behaviour.  
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Appendix 

Interview Schedule for Interviews & Focus Group 

1. About the LLS: 
- What is your understanding of the Mission of the LLS? 
- Who uses the SAC facilities? 

 
2. About you:  
- Your major & year of study:  
- Your role (current and/or former) in the LLS:  
- How did/do you use the LLS?  
- How has your LLS use changed over time? 
 
3. About the language policy 
- What target language(s) does your LLS have? 
- Is using the target language(s) a focus of your LLS? Why/why not? 
- How important do you feel this focus is?  
- What do you think is the official language policy of the LLS? 
- How was this policy communicated to you? 
- Do you think other users understand the language policy? 
- How do users actually use languages in the LLS? 
- What factors do you think are affecting users' use of different languages in the LLS? 
- Do you think students have an awareness of the languages they’re using? 
- How is the policy enforced or encouraged? 
- What things are done in the LLS to support the use of the target languages (by advisors, 

teachers, managers, other students etc)? 
- Do you have a personal language policy for your own language use? If so, what is it? 
- Do you think the current policy is the right fit for your LLS? 
- What would be your ideal policy? 
- What would be your ideal situation about language use in your LLS? 
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Abstract 

Given the ‘self-access’ nature of Self-access Language Learning (SALL), studies on the 

motivational factors for participating in such services have been at the forefront. In recent years, 

researchers have begun addressing the place of various L2 theories within the context of SALL. 

Nevertheless, the L2 Motivational Self System (Dörnyei, 2005), which has gained much popularity 

within research focusing on classroom environments, remains relatively unexplored in SALL 

research. This is especially so in Japan, and most of the currently available studies employ only 

quantitative methods. This paper addresses the L2 Motivational Self System in Japan SALL 

services by using quantitative and qualitative methods in the form of a questionnaire and follow-up 

interviews on university students’ visits to a voluntary SALL desk. The main findings indicate a 

more prominent influence from the ideal self compared to the ought-to self. The students also 

focused on utilizing English as a tool for achieving external gains while possessing a linguistic 

interest in learning the language. Additionally, compelling the students to use their English abilities 

in authentic environments allowed them to develop an accurate understanding of their current 

ability and gain an appreciation for English as a tool for communication or personal development. 

Finally, the students reported that they felt more anxiety when speaking English to Japanese peers. 

 

自律学習の「自律」の本質として、自律学習支援施設などを利用する学生の動機づけに関

する研究が昨今、盛んに進められてきた。一方で、理論に基づいた研究の蓄積はまだ少な

い。また、L2 Motivational Self Systemに関する研究は、教室環境に焦点を当てたものが多

く、特に日本国内の SALLにおけるもののほとんどが定量的調査である。本稿では、自律

的に自律学習支援施設を利用する大学生・大学院生を対象に、L2 Motivational Self System

に関するアンケートおよびフォローアップインタビュー調査を行い、定量的および定性的

に考察した。結果、ideal self の影響が、ought-to selfと比較して有意に大きく、学生は言語

を学ぶこと自体に関心を持ち、外発的動機づけにより英語をツールとして利用することに

焦点を当てていることが明確になった。また、学生が生きた環境で実際に英語を使う経験

を持つことで、現在の自分自身の英語能力を正確に把握し、ツールとしての英語に対する

理解を深める機会となることが分かった。さらに、日本人学生は英語を話す際、日本人同

士で英語を話す方が、外国人を相手に話すより、緊張することも明らかとなった。 

 

Keywords: L2 Motivational Self System, Self-access Language Learning, Self-access Learning 

Centers, Japan   
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The Japan Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) is 

pushing for programs that foster global citizens who will be able to meet international challenges. A 

pivotal part of this plan includes moving away from the traditional test-taking environment and 

promoting English communication skills (MEXT, 2014). Self-access Learning Centers (SALCs) 

have become an essential part of fostering these communicative skills, and we can see their annual 

growth in Japan (LSS Registry). Within the growing body of research, motivation has been a topic 

at the forefront. Motivation and learner autonomy have been shown to share a close connection 

(Ueki & Takeuchi, 2013), and students with higher motivation are generally more successful and 

efficient at learning an L2 (Gardner, 2000). 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011, p. 3) define motivation as something that “moves a person to 

make certain choices, to engage in action, to expend effort and persist in action.” Studies on the 

motivational factors for L2 learning have occupied a significant portion of L2 research, and various 

theories have been postulated. Among these, Dörnyei’s (2005) L2 Motivational Self System has 

gained much recent attention. Yet most research on L2 theory focuses on classroom settings; there 

has been comparatively little research on SALC environments (Morrison, 2005).  

Given the self-access nature of SALCs, students’ motivation to engage in their services is 

paramount. Unfortunately, SALCs oftentimes have difficulty engaging students (Johnston, Yodisha, 

& Cornwell, 2010). Furthermore, most studies are anecdotal or not based on L2 motivational 

theories because SALC researchers are often too busy to conduct large-scale empirical studies 

(Hall, 2017). Japan SALCs have implemented various schemes to encourage engagement ranging 

from offering comfortable café-like environments (Murray, 2017), hosting cultural events (Kindai 

Activity Calendar), and utilizing stamp cards (Talandis Jr. et al., 2011). However, a common 

practice is to create compulsory attendance policies. Irrespective of this method’s merits or issues, it 

may become challenging to measure motivational factors given the obligatory aspect.  

To further gauge motivational factors in SALCs, researchers have begun exploring various 

L2 motivational theories. Among these, the L2 Motivational Self System is gaining attention. 

Nevertheless, it remains underexplored in Japan. 

 

Literature Review 

Early L2 Motivational Theories 

Early L2 social psychological theory was driven by Gardner and Lambert’s (1972) assertion 

of integrative and instrumental motivation. Integrative motivation refers to individuals’ sincere 

interest in the people and culture of other countries, while instrumental motivation stems from 
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people’s perceptions of the potential personal benefits that can be gained from learning an L2. In 

this way, an L2 acts as a tool to achieve tangible benefits outside of cultural and linguistic interests. 

Gardner (1985) later proposed the Socio-educational Model, arguing a distinction between 

the two attitudes of integrativeness and attitudes toward the learning situation. Together, these 

factors support the motivation to learn an L2, while motivation is responsible for L2 achievement. 

Markus and Nurius (1986) then added the concept of the possible self and future self guides. These 

represent an individual’s self-images of what they might become, want to become, and are afraid of 

becoming. Together, these self-images act as future self-guides.  

Higgins (1987) then proposed an explanation of the possible selves through the Self-

discrepancy Theory. This theory postulates an emotional discomfort stemming from gaps between 

one’s current and future perceived abilities. Accordingly, people compare their actual self to the 

standards of the ideal and ought-to self. Any discrepancies between these will lead to emotional 

discomfort. 

The L2 Motivational Self System 

Dörnyei (2005) proposed the L2 Motivational Self System by adopting or adapting the 

above-mentioned theories. Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009) questioned the relevance of integrativeness 

in situations where learners had no access to international communities. In such cases, exposure to 

movies, videos, and music can play a larger role in familiarizing L2 learners with the L2 community 

(Dörnyei, Csizer, & Nemeth, 2006). Dörnyei (2005) also believed that integrativeness might be 

better explained by the learner’s possible self concept, where positive attitudes towards L2 speakers 

lead to a stronger ideal self. Therefore, Dörnyei adopted Markus and Nurius’ (1986) concept of 

possible selves. 

Dörnyei (2005) also adopted Higgins’s (1987) Self-discrepancy Theory and argued for three 

components that influence motivation: The ideal self and possible self, the ought-to self, and 

learning experiences. The ideal self is what one wants to become, while the possible self is what 

someone can become based on their perception of achievable goals. The ought-to self is the 

perception of what one should become due to external pressures of meeting expectations and 

avoiding negative outcomes.  

The third factor is the appraisal of one’s own learning experiences. Dörnyei (2005) argues 

that not everyone is initially motivated by self-images, and that early positive learning experiences 

play an essential role in the beginning. Learning experiences include situational and environmental 

aspects of language learning as well as subjective learning experience. 
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Dörnyei (2005) reinterpreted Gardner’s (1985) integrative and instrumental orientations and 

incorporated them into the possible self. First, integrative orientation is classified under the ideal 

self, while instrumental orientation is divided into two categories: instrumentality promotion and 

instrumentality prevention. Instrumentality promotion motivates via having the learners bridge the 

gap between their current and the potential tangible benefits of becoming their ideal selves. As with 

integrative orientation, promotional instrumentality is also placed within the ideal self. Next, 

instrumental prevention refers to an L2 learner attempting to avoid the negative consequences of not 

meeting the linguistic expectations of others. It is placed within the ought-to self. 

Dörnyei and Ushioda (2009) argue that maximum motivation occurs when the desired future 

self is counterbalanced with a clear idea of the negative feared possible self. Therefore, both 

negative and positive factors motivate students, and having a clear vision of one’s future self (ideal 

self and ought-to self), combined with positive L2 learning experiences, will maximize motivation. 

Yashima (2002) addressed Japan’s situation and proposed replacing integrativeness with 

international posture since Japanese students typically have minimal exposure to the international 

community. Instead, international posture gauges students’ willingness and eagerness to travel 

abroad and converse with people from different countries. Various studies have since explored 

international posture and found a significant relationship between international posture and the 

ideal self (Aubrey, 2014; Aubrey & Nowlan, 2013; Yashima, 2009). International posture has also 

been shown to improve through study abroad programs (Yashima & Zenuk-Nishide, 2008), 

conducting international volunteer work (Yashima, 2010), and partaking in domestic classes with 

global themes (Yashima & Zenuk-Nishide, 2008). 

Relevant Studies 

Most studies on the L2 Motivational System have been conducted within classroom 

environments and provide support for the theory while debating the impact of its elements. These 

studies generally indicate the significant role that the ideal self has in motivating L2 learners, while 

the ought-to self has been shown to have less of an impact. Csizér and Kormos (2009) studied 

Hungarian students and found that both the ideal self and ought-to self led to motivated learning 

behavior, but that the ought-to self did so to a much weaker degree. Kormos, Kiddle, and Csizér 

(2011) observed students in Chile and found that the ideal self and L2 learning attitudes influenced 

motivation significantly, while the effect of the ought-to self was negligible. Kormos and Csizér 

(2008) also discovered that language learning attitudes and the ideal self were the strongest 

predictors of motivation, while the ought-to self was not relevant.  
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Other varying results include You and Dörnyei (2016), whose study in China showed that 

the attitude toward learning an L2 was a stronger indicator of intended effort. Nakamura’s (2018) 

comparative study between Australian and Korean university students learning Japanese showed 

that the ideal self is associated with interest in popular culture and positive L2 learning experiences. 

Much of the related research in Japan also predominantly involves classroom settings. Some 

researchers such as Munezane (2013) and Papi (2010) found a significant influence of both L2 

learning experiences and the ideal self on motivated behavior. Aubrey and Nowlan’s (2013) study 

also found a weak connection between the ought-to self and motivated behavior. 

Nevertheless, several studies indicate the importance of the ought-to self, and Kormos et al. 

(2011) contend that Japan and China have a stronger influence from the ought-to self due to the test-

taking environment. Hill, Apple, and Falout (2019) also support the importance of the ought-to self 

in their study of Japanese EFL students. Finally, Aubrey (2014) found that Japanese EFL students 

showed a strong ought-to self influence on motivation if they had exposure to other cultures. 

Other papers have explored the ideal self and ought-to self in relation to external factors. 

Yashima, Nishida, and Mizumoto (2017) found that communication-oriented students are 

influenced more by the ideal self, while grammar-oriented students are more affected by the ought-

to self. They conclude that the ought-to self has significant motivating power in Japan. Ryan (2009) 

explored gender differences and showed that Japanese women have a higher sense of the ideal self, 

integrativeness, and intended learning effort compared to men. Ueki and Takeuchi (2013) 

investigated differences among majors and found that students majoring in English were affected 

more by the ideal self, while the non-English majors were more affected by the ought-to self.  

Several classroom studies have also assessed international posture and cross-cultural 

experiences. Munezane (2013) showed evidence of a link between international posture and the 

ideal self for Japanese students. Yashima (2000) found that students perceived instrumental and 

intercultural friendship orientations as the most crucial for motivational behavior. Aubrey and 

Nowlan (2013) discovered that L2 learning experiences and international posture had a greater 

influence on motivation, and that the ought-to self led to motivation only in situations where 

learners could interact with people from other countries. Moritani and Manning (2016) showed that 

studying abroad improved Japanese students’ ideal self, L2 confidence, and integrativeness, but that 

it had no effect on L2 anxiety. Finally, Taguchi, Magid, and Papi (2009) conducted a cross-country 

study on Japan, China, and Iran and found that instrumental and intercultural friendships were the 

most important predictors for motivation.  
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Most of the available related research for SALCs has been conducted outside of Japan. 

Zaragoza (2011) studied a SALC in Mexico and found that both the ideal self and ought-to self have 

a strong influence on students’ language learning motivation and that SALCs help to discover the 

links between the students’ selves. Gardner and Yung (2017) studied students in Hong Kong and 

saw evidence of motivation through both the ideal self and ought-to self, but more so towards the 

ought-to self. The students were able to generate a future L2 image but were unable to sustain it. 

Lastly, Magid and Chan (2012) showed how a motivational program in Hong Kong enhanced 

students’ ideal self vision. 

Researchers have begun addressing the topic in Japan, and the majority of research consists 

of quantitative studies. For example, Murray (2011a) surveyed students in a SALC, and his findings 

suggested the importance of using metacognition and imagination for motivation. He also found 

that SALCs can help develop L2 selves. Imagination facilitated the learners’ L2 selves, while 

metacognitive knowledge controlled the steps taken to realize them. Murray (2011b) reiterated this 

finding by interviewing a student who acquired multiple ideal selves. Once again, metacognition 

was important in helping the student create the steps to pursuing his goals. Murray (2011a) suggests 

that SALCs be used in such a way that they can help to develop the L2 self. Gillies (2010) 

interviewed SALC users in Japan with very high and low motivation for participating in the SALC. 

The results showed that students with a robust ideal self were motivated to use SALCs and 

preferred them over classrooms because there is more freedom of choice. Conversely, students with 

a strong ought-to self saw the classrooms as a safe shelter.  

Research Question 

Given the aforementioned background information and necessity, the following research 

question has been created: Within the scope of the L2 Motivational Self System, what motivates 

students who participate in voluntary SALC services? 

 

Research Method 

This study was conducted on students who visited the Language Support Desk at Osaka 

University’s Center for International Affairs within the Graduate School of Engineering. The desk 

offers help with Conversation, Writing, and Presentations, and since its opening in 2015, many 

students have continued to utilize the services despite it being voluntary. For further explanation, 

please refer to Andersson and Nakahashi (2017).  

Data Collection 
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The study used both quantitative and qualitative methods via a questionnaire and interviews. 

Students who visited the Language Support Desk were asked to take the survey. Afterward, the 

students were asked to participate in an interview to allow further elaboration. The interviews 

ranged from 30–60 minutes. 

The survey consisted of a six-point Likert scale questionnaire based on Taguchi et al. (2009) 

and Dörnyei and Taguchi’s (2010) update. Following the recommendations of Yashima (2002, 

2009), Integrativeness was replaced with International Posture. In total, there were 11 factors 

including Criterion Measures, which gauges the current level of commitment towards learning the 

L2; Ideal L2 Self; Ought-to L2 Self; Family Influence; Instrumental (promotion); Instrumental 

(prevention); Attitudes to Learning English; Interest in the English Language; Cultural Interest; 

English Anxiety; and International Posture. Each factor consists of multiple question items. 

The interviews consisted of open-ended questions related to the 11 factors to allow for some 

deviations while still ensuring the collection of pertinent data. Altogether, 50 students completed the 

survey, and eight agreed to be interviewed in either English or Japanese. The interviews were 

recorded with the students’ permission, transcribed into English by a Japanese native speaker if 

conducted in Japanese, and coded into themes to develop discoveries. 

 Of the 50 survey participants, 34 were males and 16 were females, and the eight 

interviewees consisted of six males and two females. The students who elected to write their 

English proficiency scores averaged 747 for the TOEIC and 6.35 for the IELTS. Most students 

majored in Engineering (28) and Human Sciences (6), probably due to the desk being located close 

to these departments, followed by Foreign Language/Language Culture (4), Medicine (3), 

International Public Policy (2), Law (2), and one student each for other majors (Engineering 

Science, Dentistry, Science, Literature, Pharmacy Sciences). Almost half of the participants were 

undergraduates (44%), 38% were masters students, and 18% were doctoral students. 

 

  Table 1 

Total Visits 

Sessions Student
s 

First time 9 
2-5 sessions 25 
6-10 sessions 5 
11-15 sessions 6 
16-20 sessions 1 
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21-25 sessions 1 
> 26 sessions 3 

 

 

Table 2 

Average Sessions Per Month 

Sessions Times 

< 1 session 11 
1 session 5 
2 sessions 15 
3 sessions 8 
4 sessions 9 
> 4 sessions 2 

 

 

Regarding the types of sessions that students participated in, almost all students had utilized 

the conversation sessions (82%), while nearly half had done writing sessions (46%). Only a small 

percentage of students (10%) had participated in presentation sessions. The majority of students 

answered that they had learned about the desk through the Online Bulletin Board (23) and Printed 

Advertisement Brochure (9). Other responses were: Introduced by a Teacher (9), Electronic Bulletin 

Board (6), Mail from the Administrative Staff (5), Introduced by a Friend (4), and Other (1). Note 

that students had the option to write more than one source. 

 

Data Analysis 

Questionnaire Results 

Each of the 11 factors represents a group of multiple six-point Likert-scale questions (6 

being strongly agree and 1 strongly disagree). Table 3 displays each of the factors’ group means 

ranked highest to lowest. 

 

Table 3 
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Ranking of the 11 Factors by Group Mean 

Factor Group 
Mean 

Attitudes to Learning English 4.96 
Interest in the English Language 4.75 
Cultural Interest 4.65 
Instrumental (promotion) 4.64 
Criterion Measures 4.48 
Ideal L2 Self 4.45 
International Posture 4.45 
Ought-to L2 Self 3.50 
Instrumental (prevention) 3.47 
English Anxiety 2.95 
Family Influence 2.74 

 

 

First, in looking at the students’ general results, we see evidence of a high level of 

commitment to learning English while also having L2 confidence. Criterion Measures was 

relatively high at 4.48.  This, combined with the fact that the sessions are voluntary, indicates a high 

level of motivation. At the same time, English Anxiety was low (2.95), showing that the students 

had little anxiety when communicating in English. 

On the upper end of the spectrum, the students ranked Attitudes to Learning English as the 

highest (4.96). This was followed by Interest in the English Language (4.75) and Cultural Interest 

(4.65). Instrumental (promotion) was also ranked high (4.64), indicating that the students believed 

learning English could lead them to tangible benefits in the future. The Ideal L2 Self and 

International Posture (both 4.45) were also somewhat high, meaning that the students had, to some 

degree, a desire to interact with the international community, as well as an image of their ideal 

future capabilities. 

On the opposite side, Family Influence (2.74) was the lowest, followed by Instrumental 

(prevention) (3.47), and Ought-to L2 Self (3.50). These indicate low external pressure to meet the 

expectations of others and, therefore, do not appear to influence the student’s reasons for using 

SALC services. 

Next, the coefficient of variation was calculated for the 11 group factors, which measures 

the degree of variations in the students’ responses and shows which answers had the greatest degree 

of agreement or disagreement. A higher number equates to a stronger variation of answers, and a 

lower number indicates more consistent responses. The group covariance of deviation is calculated 
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by dividing the group standard deviation by the group mean and multiplying by 100. Table 4 ranks 

the variation from highest to lowest. 

 

 

Table 4 

Ranked Group Coefficient of Variation (maximum: 100, minimum: 0) 

 

Factor Coef. of 
Variation 

Family Influence 54.49 
Instrumental (prevention) 46.75 
Ought-to L2 Self 46.11 
English Anxiety 41.02 
International Posture 31.46 
Instrumental (promotion) 29.73 
Ideal L2 Self 28.41 
Criterion Measures 26.2 
Cultural Interest 25.3 
Attitudes to learning English 23.94 
Interest in the English language 23.67 

 

 

The groups with the highest disagreement in answers included Family Influence (54.49), 

Instrumental (prevention) (46.75), and Ought-to L2 Self (46.11). There was also some variation for 

English Anxiety (41.02), International Posture (31.46), Instrumental (promotion) (29.73), and Ideal 

L2 Self (28.41).  

The groups with the most consistent answers included Interest in the English Language 

(23.67), Attitudes to Learning English (23.94), and Cultural Interest (25.3). Students somewhat 

varied with Criterion Measures (26.2), meaning there were some differences in their perceived 

current English-learning efforts. 

Interview Results 

Table 5 shows the interviewees’ demographics and given pseudonyms. The interviews were 

first transcribed and translated into English. They were then coded using content analysis to 

discover themes by applying a deductive methodology based on the questionnaire results. In total, 

five trends were found as follows.  
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Table 5 

Interviewed Students 

Student Gender Major Grade 

A male Engineering Masters 
B female Medicine PhD 
C male International Policy Undergraduate 
D male Engineering Undergraduate 
E male Engineering PhD 
F female Engineering Masters 
G male Engineering Masters 
H male Engineering Undergraduate 

 

 

Trend 1: Ideal Self Over the Ought-to Self 

The interviewees echoed the survey results in answering positively toward their future ideal 

self image. One student (C) had very clear expectations of his future level in saying,  “I can kind of 

imagine, but I still recognize how long it will take (to speak native-like English). Fifteen years later, 

my English can be kind of something... equivalent of native level, and I have no problems in 

communication.” Another student (E) specified that it would take five years to get to the level of 

required proficiency communication and had a plan specific plan to reach that goal. Furthermore, 

(G) planned on using English extensively in the workplace the following year after graduation. 

However, other students answered more vaguely about their future self images. When asked 

if he could imagine himself using English every day in the workplace, (A) said, “I would like to use 

English at work in the future, but for now, the department I will work at doesn’t require me to use 

it.” (B) responded, “I vaguely think it would be nice if I can use English since I like to travel... It 

would be nice if I can use English both in private and work.” 

For the ought-to self, the interviewees consistently stated that they did not feel pressure to 

meet the expectations of others. Even the interviewees’ parents let them make their own decisions 

after entering college. While (C) stated, “I am expected to speak quite smoothly” when 

communicating with others through a volunteer position, he nonetheless felt the pressure was 

negligible by saying, “Basically, it’s just from myself.” 

Trend 2: Families Do Not Compel Students to Learn English but Show Its Importance 

When asked if their families had any influence on their decision to study English, (H) said 

no, and (C, E) answered, “I don’t think so... I’m doing it at my own pace,” and “not at all.” (D) 



The L2 Motivational Self System and Japan SALCs 
 

JASAL Journal Vol. 1, No. 2, December 2020   36 

 

responded, “My parents always say that I can decide the way of studying or working in the future.” 

All interviewees were required to complete compulsory English courses as part of their grade 

school curricula. However, once they entered university, the overall external pressure to learn 

English overwhelmingly diminished. 

Nevertheless, there was evidence that parents instilled a belief in the importance of learning 

English. (D) stated, “My parents were also interested in learning English... My mother’s major was 

English culture, so I was influenced by my mother in terms of learning English.”  (B) said, “My 

family likes English and wants to talk (in English), so they study English as well.” And (A)’s 

mother played English audio tracks to him in her womb during pregnancy. However, (E) indicated 

that his parents had no influence on him and cannot speak English.  

 

Trend 3: Promotional Instrumentality the Main Reason for Studying English 

The interviewees frequently indicated that Instrumental (promotion) played a significant role 

in their motivation to study English and visit the SALL desk. Specifically, they mentioned three 

benefits of learning English. The first is the curiosity for global knowledge and the recognition of 

English as a gateway to it. (F) stated, “It would be limiting for me if I want to know something but 

can’t because of my English. That is why I want to study English.” (H) said, “Different countries 

have great ideas... English is necessary because I want to get ideas from other countries.” 

The second benefit is using English as a communication tool for interacting with people 

around the world and understanding different cultures. (D) stated, “I found the English language as 

a way of learning a foreign culture,” and (A) said, “I came to have an interest in foreign countries 

after studying abroad, so I would like to use English to communicate with people or go abroad for 

work or leisure.” (G) mentioned, ”My purpose in studying English is to communicate with other 

people.” 

The third benefit is using English as an opportunity to promote future access to various 

endeavors. This can be seen by (E) stating, “In the area of Computer Science, I have to search in 

English. Programming languages are in English, and if I can read English faster, then I can 

understand more.” (C) mentioned scoring high on the IELTS test to enter international universities. 

(H) said, “When I think about working in other countries, I don’t want to give up just because I 

can’t speak English.” 

Some of the interviewees also mentioned linguistic enjoyment as a means of motivation. 

When asked if they enjoy learning English itself, (C) answered, “Yeah, I do... (it’s) quite 

interesting”, and (D) said, “Yes, of course. Learning a new thing makes me very happy.” When 
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asked to choose between learning English to use as a tool or for enjoyment, (C) replied, “I think it’s 

difficult to say. I think it’s half and half.” (G) rated linguistic interest as his third-most reason to 

study English. 

Trend 4: Anxiety in Front of Peers 

The interviewees expressed minimal anxiety to speak English. For example, (D) said he felt 

natural communicating in both Japanese and English: “Basically, I like to talk with others, including 

foreigners.” However, (C) mentioned, “I still feel a bit nervous to articulate my opinion in front of 

native speakers.” 

Interestingly, others mentioned heightened anxiety when speaking to Japanese peers. (A) 

explained, “I don’t feel comfortable, especially with Japanese friends (because) it is embarrassing to 

speak imperfect English or make mistakes.” (B) said, “I get more nervous speaking in front of 

Japanese people... I feel more nervous when I talk in front of Japanese friends rather than foreigners 

because Japanese friends might think  ‘oh, she can only talk this much.’” (H) also mentioned that he 

feels embarrassed speaking English with Japanese people who have a higher English ability. 

Trend 5: Authentic English Scenarios Created Awareness of Actual Self and Instrumentality 

Several students originally disliked learning English because they were forced to do so 

without knowing why. (A) explained, “Back... (before college), I felt like I was forced to study 

English... but I didn’t enjoy studying it,” and (E) said, “Compared to before... when I was forced to 

study for exams, my motivation is much higher now.” Also, (G) said he hated learning English 

while studying it only to enter a study abroad program.  

Next, some students became motivated after they were exposed to authentic English 

scenarios. Specifically, two occurrences were apparent. First, they came to understand their true 

communicative abilities, which were often lower than their self-assessment. As (C) recalled, “Only 

after I enrolled in this university and I took a(n) international introduction course, I met some 

people who are from outside of Japan for the first time, and I had a lot of trouble with speaking 

English... So, that’s the moment when I started concentrating more on English.” (D) also said, “My 

gap (between my current situation and future goal)… was changed because I had no concrete idea 

to what extent that I could speak English. But after going abroad, I got a kind of idea to what extent 

I can speak English.” 

Second, exposure to authentic English environments showed some students the potential of 

using English instrumentally. (D) explained, “Before going to a foreign country, I didn’t think 

English was essential for getting a job. But after my experience, I would like to work and study 
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abroad. I noticed the need to study English.” Likewise, (G) became interested in learning English as 

a means to communicate with foreign people only after studying abroad.  

 

Discussion 

Researchers differ regarding the importance of the role that the ideal self and the ought-to 

self play in SALCs, and this research provides evidence of both a strong ideal self image and a 

minimal ought-to self influence. Therefore, this result supports Gillies’ (2010) assertion that 

students with strong ideal selves may prefer SALCs more.  

Next, while the ideal self appears to influence motivation, the students sometimes expressed 

vague ideas and goals for their L2 futures. This has also been shown in classroom settings with 

Yashima (2000) and Taguchi et al. (2009). Indeed, Dörnyei (2005) pointed out that there is some 

leniency in this regard. Thus, students with merely a broad notion of the level they can achieve may 

still be motivated. 

Next, the students stated that their families put almost no pressure on them to learn English 

in the interviews and ranked Family Influence as the lowest factor in the survey. Nevertheless, some 

interviewees expressed the influence their parents’ had on their appreciation of English. These 

counteracting factors may explain why the students ranked Family Influence low while also 

showing significant variation in their survey answers. 

While the survey results show Attitudes to Learning English, Interest in the English 

Language, Cultural Interest, and Instrumental (promotion) as the highest, the interviewees 

frequently expressed their intent to use English for instrumental purposes to achieve exterior 

objectives. Nevertheless, the students showed an overlap between using English as a tool and 

learning English for linguistic enjoyment, and thus we may speculate that there are multiple factors 

at play. 

English Anxiety ranked the second-lowest on the survey, and there was some variation in the 

respondents’ answers. The interviewees also expressed minimal English anxiety, yet this changed 

depending on who they were communicating with. While some students possessed the confidence 

to express themselves in either language, others felt increased anxiety brought on by having to 

speak English in front of their peers. Thus, anxiety levels may be relative to who the interactors are.  

Finally, the students ranked Attitudes to Learning English and Interest in the English 

Language as the highest factors, yet many of the interviewees did not initially enjoy learning 

English, nor did they see its importance. It was not until they were forced to use their English in 

real-world scenarios that they could assess their actual English level and grow an appreciation for 
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the potential instrumental benefits. Such interactions frequently occur through studying abroad, but 

campus environments can also suffice. 

Given the above-mentioned observations, this paper can suggest practical applications for 

Japan SALCs. First, while it is important that SALCs help students to develop their ideal self 

image, we see that this does not need to be concrete. Students can still be motivated with only a 

general notion of their future possibilities. Next, exposing students to authentic English 

environments has the benefit of calibrating students’ current capabilities and showing promotional 

instrumentality. SALCs can promote this through programs such as cultural events and English 

Café, where exchange students can meet Japanese students. Finally, given the potential anxiety that 

students may experience by speaking English in front of their peers, there may be ramifications to 

conducting group sessions or peer counseling. 

 

Conclusion 

SALC research is expanding significantly in Japan, yet ascertaining the motivational factors 

for engaging in such services remains somewhat elusive and debated. Despite an abundance of 

research on the L2 Motivational Self System in classroom scenarios, related research for SALC 

services in Japan remains limited. The students who participate in the Language Support Desk at 

Osaka University do so voluntarily and express great enthusiasm in continuing their English 

studies. This research was conducted in an attempt to assess the motivational factors of these 

students so that we can then address motivation in SALCs as a whole. 

The limitations of this study include the following. First, the quantitative analysis of the data 

would benefit from the reliability and validity testing of the survey instrument. Next, the data 

consists of students from the same university with similar majors and higher English proficiency 

scores. Thus, future research would benefit from including a larger and more diverse sample size, as 

different majors may influence the degree of importance for the ideal self and ought-to self (Ueki & 

Takeuchi, 2013). 
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Abstract 

Self-access centers (SACs) play an important role in enhancing students’ academic and non-
academic learning outcomes. Previous studies have provided extensive evidence of the support 
provided to SAC users. However, there is limited evidence concerning the circumstances behind 
students’ administrative engagement with SACs. Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to 
examine how SACs can support student development by giving them the opportunity to take on 
administrative roles. Action research focused on a Ritsumeikan University SAC—Beyond Borders 
Plaza (BBP)—during the 2019 fall semester. Selected students participated as administrative staff in 
managing the SAC and holding events. The data consist of pre- and post-questionnaire information 
that represents students’ expectations, learning outcomes, satisfaction, etc. The analysis confirmed 
that students acquired skills related to eight aspects, which can presumably be utilized in their 
future studies and careers. The student satisfaction ratio indicated an average mean score of 4.28 
(out of 5) for the overall BBP staff activities (managing the plaza = 4.44; hosting events = 4.11), 
suggesting high satisfaction with overall activities. This study concludes that offering students a 
chance to actively engage as student staff in the SAC can help them employ active learning skills to 
acquire deep learning skills. The continuous support provided to student staff in SACs could 
eventually result in them finding a balance between curricular and extra-curricular learning to 
acquire better deep learning skills. 
 
要旨 
自律学習支援センター（SAC）は、学生の学習成果を高める上で重要な役割を果たしてい

る。特に、正課内で獲得する能動的な学びを正課外で応用することで将来的に深い学びに

繋げられるスキルを獲得できると考えられる。先行研究では、SACを利用する学生に関す

る知見が多く報告されているものの運営管理に携わる学生に関する情報が限られている。

SACの運営管理に関わる学生の情報を共有することは今後のSAC活動の発展にも繋がる。本

稿は、大学SACの運営管理に携わる学生の活動に焦点を当て、様々な役割を通じて学生が

どのように成長するか、またどのような課題に直面するかを2019年秋学期に立命館大学

SAC施設の調査を行った。 分析は、学生スタッフが活動を通じて期待したもの、得た学

び、満足度等を記載した事前事後調査を基に行った。結果、学生は全体の活動から8つの

側面における学びができて、将来のキャリア形成にも繋がるスキルを獲得したことが判明

した。満足度は、5点満点中平均4.28点（管理= 4.44、運営= 4.11）を示し、総合的に満

足度が高いことが分かった。従って、学生にSACに積極的に従事してもらうことで深い学

びに繋げるためのスキルを習得できるようになると結論付けられる。 

 
 
Keywords: Extra-curricular learning, deep learning, work experience, student expectations, learning 
outcomes 
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In general, students who attend university have the opportunity to acquire knowledge from 

two sources: curricular learning and extra-curricular learning. Curricular learning assures students 

acquire knowledge based on theory through the number of courses offered. However, such learning 

tends to occur inside the classroom and has limitations due to constraints on course content, 

students, time, space, and more. These constraints hinder students’ ability to adapt skills such as 

leadership skills, intercultural communication skills, and negotiation skills, and so on. It is said that 

these skills play an essential role in developing future global leaders (Caligiuri, 2006). Therefore, it 

is crucial to offer students opportunities to learn, practice, and master these skills during their 

student lives. Extra-curricular learning, such as the learning that takes place in circles, clubs, 

committees, or even through sports, has an important role in filling this void by offering students 

opportunities to socialize via multiple activities. For example, students gain a wide range of 

knowledge and skills about planning, active engagement, application, and aspects of mental growth; 

understand organizational structure and roles, and improve self-confidence (Buckley & Lee, 2018; 

Kawai, 2015; Sato, 2010; Tanner, 2017).  

 Most extra-curricular activities are organized and run by students. However, there are some 

activities managed by university staff. For example, self-access centers (SACs) are usually managed 

by university staff. Unlike other extra-curricular activities, self-access learning activities are unique 

as they are directly related to students’ curricular learning (for example, language support and study 

abroad support). Conventional SACs mainly offer language support, especially for the English 

language (JASAL, 2020). However, in recent years SACs have begun to provide many services 

other than language support, from advice to improve intercultural communication skills, 

consultations for study abroad, and academic learning. With recent developments in SACs, student 

staff offer services/support to other students in addition to university staff support, making the SAC 

contribution rather exceptional (Kanduboda et al., 2020).  

Previous studies provide ample evidence of the support provided to students who receive 

SAC services (Cladis et al., 2020; Kanduboda et al., 2020). Similar to extra-curricular activities, 

university SACs provide student staff with many opportunities to extend active learning to acquire 

skills for deep learning by taking charge of duties and carrying out different tasks. Apart from these 

services, SACs also provide platforms for students to develop learning outcomes autonomously. For 

example, student staff can propose, prepare, and execute (PPE) projects through active 

participation. Explicitly, the PPE procedure activates students’ accumulated knowledge obtained 

from course work to write proposals, adequately use language to convey ideas, make decisions, 
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negotiate, and so on. It is thus important to share insights on student staff engagement at SACs, as 

they play an important role in developing future university education.  

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to share information on how working at university 

SACs can contribute to enhancing students’ learning outcomes. The next section provides 

information on related concepts, followed by research methodology where survey details along with 

data analysis and results will be shared. The discussion section will elaborate on the results in 

relation to students’ expectations, learning outcomes, satisfaction, and challenges. Finally, a 

summary of the study and its future implications are presented.   

 

Related Literature  

Role of Extra-curricular Activities in Nurturing Student Competencies 

Extra-curricular activities are unique in that they do not involve grading or credits, and 

participation is voluntary. Despite the difficulties in quantifying the contribution of extra-curricular 

activities to academics and society, previous studies suggest that these activities largely contribute 

to enhancing academic performance, learning, and improving social skills (Buckley & Lee, 2018; 

Birdsell, 2015; Tanner, 2017).   

For example, Buckley and Lee (2018) discuss the impact of participation in extra-curricular 

activities on students’ academic performance using three different models. According to the zero-

sum model, students gain skills to engage in academics through extra-curricular activities and apply 

these skills sub-optimally—especially in time management, engagement, and cognitive capacity. 

The development model suggests that the extra-curricular activities have an indirect impact on 

students’ academic performance due to the participation benefits from non-academic and social 

aspects. The third model—the threshold model—also suggests positive effects that support 

academic achievement from students’ participation in extra-curricular activities while alerting that 

excessive engagement may be detrimental to academically focused activities. Their research 

provides information on the positive and negative impacts of participating in extra-curricular 

activities on students’ academic performance, competence, and skill development. Tanner (2017) 

focuses on the relationship between academic success and participation in extra-curricular activities 

and discusses both positive and negative effects in relation to workload balance in extra-curricular 

activities. It can thus be said that extra-curricular activities help students nurture a wide range of 

competencies that can be utilized to conduct academic activities. 

From Active Learning to Deep Learning through SAC Work Experience 
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The promotion of students’ active learning in curricular settings is a popular trend in recent 

higher education. The definition and activities involved in active learning differ according to 

discipline. For example, The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 

Technology (MEXT) defines active learning as “a general term for teaching and learning methods 

that incorporate active participation in the learning process, unlike teaching in a one-way lecture 

format by teachers” (MEXT, 2012, p. 37, Author translation). It is essential to mention that the role 

of university SACs is valuable in providing students with opportunities to engage in extra-curricular 

activities autonomously and actively. Through continuous engagement, students can learn how to 

acquire skills to improve deep learning skills. 

 Advance HE (2020) states that deep learning involves cognitive skills and academic 

knowledge that students can utilize to succeed in the future, which requires skills such as critical 

thinking, problem-solving communication, collaboration, and learning to learn. Although active 

participation fosters motivation and courage to socialize, administrative engagement helps students 

deepen skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, communication, collaboration, and so on, 

along with a sense of responsibility (Kanduboda et al., 2020). By working as SAC administrators, 

students can experience and build these skills throughout their activity time and can also acquire 

skills to learn, adapt, and transform academic and non-academic knowledge from one context to 

another.  

The author strongly believes that a carefully considered SAC organization must prepare for 

two scenarios depending on the students’ needs. First, there should be multiple opportunities for 

participants to engage in hands-on activities to learn and improve via active learning. Second, it 

must also present opportunities for students to experience trial and error via experiential learning 

(Kolb, 2014) that will eventually lead to deep learning.  

This study estimates that the process of active learning begins once students start to 

autonomously partake in activities, based on the given instructions. Next, deep learning occurs 

when students take the initiative to propose, plan, prepare, and execute projects and events 

independently. 

Therefore, it is important to examine how university SACs can promote students’ deep 

learning by offering them the opportunity to become administrators and actively engage in 

university SAC operations. Kanduboda et al. (2020) focused on a local university SAC in the 

Kansai region of Japan that has incorporated students’ administrative engagement in its operations. 

The present study concentrated on this SAC and conducted action research to gather evidence of 

students’ involvement and learning. The details are provided in the next section.  
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Research Methodology 

Purpose  

The main objective of this study is to examine students’ self-access learning activities from 

an administrative perspective, pertaining to how selected students prepare, conduct, and reflect on 

the services they provided to other students. As with any other educational setting, understanding 

students’ desires in becoming SAC staff is of utmost importance to provide a satisfactory activity 

environment. Therefore, this study first obtained students’ expectations for their staff roles via a 

pre-survey and prepared support accordingly. Second, a post-survey was given to obtain 

information on students’ learning outcomes; third, based on the collected data, this study confirmed 

challenges and put forward possible future implications. With this evidence, this paper intends to 

answer the main research question: What factors influence student staff deep learning through SAC 

activities? 

Context  

 The present study took place during the 2019 fall semester at the newly built SAC, the 

Beyond Borders Plaza (BBP), at Ritsumeikan University Biwako-Kusatsu Campus (BKC). Beyond 

Borders Plaza is a global commons facility that provides students with opportunities for 

international exchange and language learning (BBP, 2020). The facility offers five areas for students 

to use: A reading area for engaging in quiet self or group studies, an event area, communication 

rooms for receiving language support and holding meetings, a café area with some kitchen 

equipment, and an open communication space where students can sit and relax while chatting. In 

addition, there is a BBP support desk where users can consult for any support in joining or holding 

events planned in the facility.   

The plaza administration consists of university staff and BBP student staff. Anyone affiliated 

with Ritsumeikan University can use the BBP, though most participants are students. Regarding 

international exchange, BBP student staff and affiliated university staff conduct events for students 

to enjoy. Students can participate in and conduct international and academic exchange activities 

either individually or in groups. As for language learning, BBP-affiliated instructors take charge of 

communication rooms to provide advice for improving students’ language skills, such as Spanish, 

French, German, Chinese, Korean, Italian, English, and Japanese.  

The SAC organization examined in this study is unique in two ways. First, the BBP provides 

student staff opportunities to both learn and improve social working skills via Management Staff 

(MS) duties, and simultaneously offers them the chance to practice and enhance their event 
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execution skills through Project Team (PT) activities. Second, all these activities are supported by 

both academic and administrative BBP university staff. The university staff provides support 

through individual and group consultations. Students can consult and receive advice on event 

planning, language improvement, intercultural communication enhancement, improving moderating 

skills, and more. Offering BBP duties and activities extends students an opportunity to engage in 

experiential learning through concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualization, and active experimentation. Students go through all four steps while performing 

BBP duties and activities. 

In hiring student staff for the plaza, the university staff focused on three items during the 

planning stage: training, engaging, and reflecting. One training session was conducted before the 

start of the semester, available in both Japanese and English. The student staff were informed about 

their intended duties as MS and roles as PT. The training sessions for MS and PT were conducted 

separately to avoid confusion. The session for MS included icebreaker activities, explanations of the 

MS duties, and a facility tour. The PT session explained the expected PT activities, then allocated 

group work time to discuss selected projects, and the PT did a short presentation about their project 

proposals. At the end of both sessions, there was a Q&A time. During each session, students were 

encouraged to appoint their own group leaders, decide sub-roles, and build good rapport with others 

using social network services (SNS). Students set regular meeting times for each group to reflect 

and exchange ideas1.  

Participants  

The student staff are comprised of two groups and some belonged to both: paid and 

volunteer. The paid group, also called the MS, runs the BBP as administrators. The group’s main 

roles are to help other students (or groups) organize and hold events, encourage participation, 

conduct public relations events, and maintain a user-friendly environment during working hours. 

The MS members work in shifts and are paid hourly. They also keep records of the events, handle 

any situation that arises (for example, supporting event holders in sharing information of sudden 

event cancellations, asking users to be silent in the study area, or noticing and dealing with 

situations that may disturbs others, like students shouting in a loud voice, or eating in a restricted 

area. ), and respond to frequently asked questions at the reception desk. The main purpose of 

including this group in the BBP is to provide students with an opportunity to experience work 

culture, a sense of responsibility, and a means of reporting and sharing information. The BBP 

university staff expect to support students’ socialization outside the classroom setting via MS. 

Student staff must build good rapport with other MS and university staff to carry out their intended 
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duties. MS are not required to hold events as part of their work duties, but may do so if they choose 

to.  

The volunteer group, called the PT, is comprised of students who plan and hold events to 

help other students learn about different languages and cultures and interact with students from 

other disciplines. Since participation is voluntary, it is up to the PT members to choose what they 

want to do with whom, how, when, and where. Some may hold events individually, whereas others 

may form groups. The event themes include study abroad support, academic learning support, 

activities for international students, language learning, sports events, cross-cultural exchange, and 

cafe parties. Through these experiences, PT members are expected to improve their leadership 

skills, negotiation skills, and group work skills. The activities and skills that student staff can 

acquire are shared by BBP administration to student staff during the training session. It should be 

noted that, like MS, PT are not required to plan and hold events unless they choose to, and their 

participation is voluntary. However, they are always motivated and encouraged by the university 

staff by providing support in proposing, preparing, holding, and reflecting events 2. 

For the fall 2019, the student staff for both groups (15 students) were selected through an open call 

for participants and an application screening. The selected fifteen students, 13 Japanese and two 

internationals, belonged to both science and humanities fields (colleges of Economics, 

Pharmaceutical Sciences, Information Science and Engineering, Life Sciences, Gastronomy 

Management, and Science and Engineering), with education levels ranging from freshman to senior. 

Data Collection  

The data were collected via pre- and post-questionnaires, either written or oral. Initially, 

both questionnaires were sent as online forms for staff to complete. However, some student staff 

provided answers to the questions orally during each training session. The questions were tested 

through an aural pilot survey for 2019 spring activities and mended accordingly. All the student 

staff were asked to fill out a pre-questionnaire that provided information about their expectations for 

each group activity prior to the training session. At the end of the semester during a reflection 

session, they were asked to fill out a post-questionnaire that asked for their comments and opinions.   

The pre-questionnaire consisted of two questions for collecting demographic information 

and five open-ended questions to gather information on student expectations and what kinds of 

support student staff felt they would need for the activities. All the questions are presented in 

Japanese and English. Student staff answers thus included both languages. Questions 2 and 3 asked 

about MS work-related information: what students want to achieve and how they plan to do it. The 

same questions were asked in regard to PT work in questions 4 and 5. Question 6 asked students 
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what support or advice they needed from the university staff (the analysis employed only the 

answers to questions 2 and 4). 

The post-questionnaire consisted of 17 items including both open-ended and Likert-scale 

questions. Questions asked staff to write about the tasks they engaged in  (4 and 6), contributions 

they made (5 and 7), what they learned (8 and 9), problems they faced (10 and 11), ways they 

thought they could apply what they had learned in the future (12), their willingness to continue as 

staff (13 and 14), suggestions for future student staff work (15), and finally their overall satisfaction 

with MS and PT work (16 and 17) with a scale ranging from 1 (not satisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). 

Answers to questions 8 and 9 were utilized to fill Table 1 “learning outcomes,” and responses to 

questions 10, 11, and 14 were adopted to produce “challenges” in the same table.  

Survey Results  

The pre- and post-survey questions are listed in Appendices A and B, respectively. The 

results focusing on the expectations, learning outcomes, and challenges are summarized and coded 

using keywords, as can be seen in Table 1.  

 

Table 1  

Questionnaire Results 

 
 

Discussion 

Student Expectations Toward MS Duties and PT Activities  

In the pre-survey, the answers to question 2 for MS students’ expectations included 

communication skills in English, creativity for international exchange, leadership skills, planning 

skills, problem-solving skills, and teamwork skills. In addition, questions 4 for PT’s expectations 

consisted of collaborative skills, creativity, event execution skills, group work skills, intercultural 
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communication skills, and planning skills. The results concerning student staff expectations 

illustrate that they expect to improve their communication skills, group work skills, creativity skills, 

and planning skills, whether they were members of the MS or PT groups. Although leadership skills 

are mentioned as expectations only by MS, the author firmly believes that activity execution skills 

also involve leadership skills, therefore PT also had the expectation of gaining leadership skills.  

Learning Outcomes, Challenges, and Satisfaction   

From the post-survey data, the answers to question 8 revealed the following learning 

outcomes from MS duties: group working skills, work experience, finding their own strong and 

weak points, intercultural communication and interactive skills, language competence, management 

and organization skills, and administration and PR skills. Answers to question 9 revealed the same 

with regard to PT activities: collaborative skills, effective ways to hold events, event execution 

skills, group work, planning skills, and PR activities. Some skills are identical in the learning 

outcomes for both groups, as are some expectations.  

Most importantly, student staff noticed areas for improvement in their future activities. 

Problems were inquired about in question 10 and in question 11. Problems consisted of autonomous 

engagement, conveying BBP objectives, task allocation, communication among the MS, sharing 

individual and group contributions, and time management. The future utility of the acquired skills 

was focused on in question 12. The results showed that staff expected to use their skills of 

communication, correction, event planning, command, execution, and analysis, being autonomous, 

knowing how to enjoy cross-cultural exchange, PR skills, teamwork, leadership tenacity, and 

thinking from the participants’ side. 

The mean score of satisfaction with MS duties was 4.44 (for Q16), while that for PT 

activities was 4.11 (for Q17), suggesting that student staff had high satisfaction with both roles. The 

learning outcomes reported by student staff show that they acquired skills related to two aspects. 

First, they experienced working culture (where the work involves an hourly stipend), which helped 

them to notice their own strong and weak points as a student staff. Compared to PT activities, MS 

duties require students to take responsibility, including the running of the reception desk. To 

smoothly carry out these duties, they have to work as a group to hold events, conduct PR activities, 

and exchange information with other members. This process helps MS learn and improve their 

group work skills in the working culture. Second, as PT members, students conduct various events 

either individually or as a group. The execution of an event requires planning, proposing, preparing, 

conducting PR campaigns, and holding the event. While as MS, the students help others go through 

this process, as PT members, they themselves follow this process and hold events.  
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The study raised its primary research question in revealing the factors influencing student 

staff’s deep learning through SAC activities. It can be said that continuous support for student staff 

during MS duties and PT activities helps them to acquire skills to learn, adapt, and transform 

academic and non-academic knowledge from one context to another. 

Guiding Students Staff’s Autonomous Engagement to Develop Deep Learning Skills 

  As mentioned in the related literature section, extra-curricular activities expand students’ 

autonomous (i.e. self-initiated) active learning outside the classroom and indirectly help students 

achieve their academic success (Buckley & Lee, 2018; Tanner, 2017). Particularly soft skills that 

student staff mentioned in response to questions 12 and 13 such as communication skills, leadership 

skills, and team working skills are expected to support students in successfully participating in daily 

course work in the classroom.  

 In addition, the learning outcomes and challenges are evidence that student staff went 

through the experiential learning processes mentioned in Kolb (2014): concrete experience, 

reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. For example, in the 

present study, carrying out MS duties can be considered a new experience for students. Student staff 

have to utilize their language and cultural knowledge to conduct receptionist tasks, support the 

holding of events, and maintain a good environment in the facility. All the selected students were 

able to use Japanese and English and utilized their translanguaging skills (by using all the language 

knowledge one possesses to fulfill the purpose of communication) and intercultural communication 

skills during encounters with students from diverse backgrounds. The author strongly believes that 

student staff also had plenty of opportunities to engage in reflective observation during the 

semester. Student staff conducted evaluative and reflective meetings after every activity and also 

held regular monthly meetings that included all the members.  

In addition to these meetings, the university staff provided necessary consultation for both 

MS and PT members to answer their questions and clarify any doubts that deepened students’ 

abstract conceptualization of their experiences while performing BBP activities. For example, 

university staff supported student staff to produce good meeting minutes. Some students know the 

concept of taking “meeting minutes” but do not know how to make a proper record based on real 

meetings. In the BBP they learn how to take efficient notes and choose important points, keywords, 

and phrases to record through trial and error. The administrative staff gave advice on social or 

working skills—for example, how to keep records of meeting minutes, produce activity reports, 

send professional emails, and furthermore. The academic staff offered advice from an educational 

perspective, for example, on how to properly use language skills to become a good moderator, how 
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to write emails with proper structure and language, and on what student staff could acquire through 

each duty and task. As a result, all the student staff demonstrated outstanding performances and 

gained many skills, as mentioned in the learning outcomes. Student staff’s performances led the 

BKC BBP to have the highest usage headcount (total students: 14,387; 12,778 in daily use and 

1,609 in event participation3) compared to the two other BBPs on other Ritsumeikan University 

campuses 

The BBP offers an excellent opportunity for all students to utilize the facilities and 

equipment. It is important to mention that it would have been difficult for university staff to run the 

BBP without the student staff contribution. The friendly atmosphere created by the MS and festive 

activities supported and organized by the PT must have attracted students to flow into the premises. 

 The purpose of this paper is to show the link between student staff’s active autonomous 

engagement and the acquisition of deep learning skills as seen in the evidence provided by the 

answers to question 12, which inquired about what students think are the most useful skills for their 

futures. These can also be considered as learning outcomes via BBP activity engagement as an 

extra-curricular activity. The answers can be divided into eight main categories: event management 

skills, cooperation and group work skills, communication, PR skills, the ability to be independent, 

correction skills, tenacity, and leadership skills.   

 Through event management, the student staff help other students host events or participate 

in other PT members’ events. The remaining skills come into play when the student staff actually 

host the events. Cooperation and group work skills involve working with MS, PT, and student 

groups who hold events in the BBP. Communication skills comprise lingua-cultural aspects, which 

include communication using different languages and intercultural understanding. Public relations 

skills involve SNS usage and producing flyers, posters, or email campaigns. Leadership skills 

involve the ability to command, convey ideas in a convincing manner, and analyze the situation and 

data. Other skills include learning to conduct events independently, making corrections and changes 

if necessary, and being tenacious. Through both MS and PT work student staff experience 

supporting, planning, proposing, preparing, holding, and reflecting, resulting in the acquisition of 

the skills mentioned above.  

The post-questionnaire provided information about the possible challenges that the SAC 

must overcome in future activities. One of the main concerns that must be dealt with is controlling 

the excessive participation of some student staff, which could eventually prove detrimental to their 

academic success (as suggested in Buckley & Lee, 2018; Tanner, 2017). Some student staff faced 

difficulty in managing time between curricular and extra-curricular activities. The university staff 
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must take necessary steps to confirm that student staff’s SAC duties and tasks do not clash with 

their curricular work. In the present study, some of the selected students majoring in science were 

required to conduct experiments as part of their regular coursework. Some student staff needed to 

allocate extra time for job hunting and educational activities related to their career planning.  

Another concern is helping student staff build better rapport with peers. Some student staff 

had trouble communicating due to the lack of participation of fellow staff in evaluation and 

reflection meetings. The university staff must help student staff understand the importance of group 

meetings from an educational perspective and encourage them to regularly participate in these 

meetings. For example, helping student staff set up meeting objectives may develop their 

motivation and curiosity, which will improve their participation. The final concern that the 

university staff must deal with is supporting student staff in equally sharing the workload. Since 

some group leaders tend to do all of the work on behalf of the members, there is a lack of support 

for non-leading members in multiple tasks4. It is necessary to adjust the event and project volume in 

consideration of the student staff’s present capacities. While challenging, these concerns provide a 

great opportunity for the university staff in charge of the SAC to reconsider and develop services 

for a more user-friendly atmosphere.   

  Considering overall MS and PT activities, it can be said that the student staff were able to 

transform their existing knowledge from the classroom to contexts outside the classroom to acquire 

new experiences and knowledge. In regard to questions 13 and 14, student staff provided their 

opinions on whether they wanted to continue the related work. Most student staff wanted to 

continue and provided affirmative comments, as given below: 

● “I feel rewarded” 

● “Because I can learn a lot” 

● “I felt that it would lead to my own growth, and it is worth continuing the activities” 

● “I think that if you join the project team, you can solve the dissatisfaction and problems 

that international students have through the event” 

● “I want to continue international exchange”5 

 

It is also worth noting some evidence about transferring knowledge from extra-curricular to 

curricular learning based on the meetings. During the reflection session, some of the students 

mentioned that MS duties and PT activities helped them to acquire specific hard skills and soft 

skills applied to achieve some tasks in academic courses. For example, in reference to hard skills, 

some students have improved their presentation skills using PowerPoint slides and other computer 
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software through collaborative work6. Many native Japanese student staff mentioned enhanced 

English language skills, especially for public speaking and group discussions, as did international 

student staff with Japanese language skills. Regarding soft skills, student staff mentioned that 

scheduling and group working skills gained through event facilitating experience in the BBP, such 

as negotiation, turn taking, deciding roles along with others, were practical in doing course work. 

The student staff’s voices corroborate some of the evidence given in previous studies on developing 

a wide range of competencies for academic achievement (Buckley & Lee, 2018; Tanner, 2017). 

  Consequently, this study is a successful case in which active learning skills were converted 

to acquire deep learning skills. If the student staff had not first learned the basic skills in the 

classroom environment, they would not have achieved such success in BBP activities.  

  

Conclusion 

This study examined how university SACs can utilize students’ active learning skills to 

acquire deep learning skills through self-access learning activities. Since many previous studies 

provide ample evidence of the support provided to students at SACs, this study focused on how 

students engage in the SAC as staff at a Japanese university. In particular, this study examined how 

SACs can support student development by extending them the opportunities to take on 

administrative roles. The data consist of pre- and post-survey information that represents SAC 

student staff members’ expectations, learning outcomes, satisfaction, willingness to continue, and 

future suggestions. The analysis confirmed that students acquired skills related to eight aspects: 

event management skills, cooperation and group work skills, communication, PR skills, the ability 

to be independent, correction skills, tenacity, and leadership skills, which presumably can be 

utilized in their future studies and careers. The student satisfaction ratio indicated high satisfaction 

with overall activities. This study concludes that offering students a chance to actively engage as 

student staff in SAC can help them employ active learning skills to acquire deep learning skills.  

In higher education, extra-curricular activities are beginning to play a crucial role in 

modernizing educational learning outcomes that will boost students’ academic and non-academic 

capacities. As a part of this progress, the continuous support provided to student staff in SACs could 

help student staff to find a balance between curricular and extra-curricular learning to acquire better 

deep learning skills. 
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Notes  
1There were several kinds of meetings. MS monthly reflectional meetings were held on an hourly 

paid basis, whereas PT meetings were unpaid due to the administration settings. However, 

participation was not mandatory for student staff, though they were encouraged to take part in both 

sessions. 
2 Students organize many activities autonomously, for instance, Korean food events, One-Lunch 

One-Country events (where international students share about their country during lunch time), quiz 

events, BBP cafés (where students organize tea and snacks during lunch or evenings), support 

seminars for studying abroad, Japanese language, studying, and living support for international 

students and more. For further details, visit http://www.ritsumei.ac.jp/bbp/events/ 
3 Here, the BBP usage number consists of either “daily use” or “event participation.” Daily use 

represents all those who do self-study, perform course-related activities, or join communication 

rooms that provide language training support. However, event participation represents all those who 

participate in the events held on BBP premises.   
4 The BBP in-charge lecturer had meetings with the main leader (for both MS and PT) and sub-

group leaders (for MS and PT, respectively) every month to confirm progress and provide necessary 

support to run the plaza and hold events. This information is from the meeting minutes.  
5 Note that some responses were in Japanese and translated to English by the author. 
6 These skills are not only transferred to academic coursework but are also interchangeably utilized 

to report BBP activities through inter-school and intra-school exchange among the students and 

related personnel by taking part in conferences (e.g., Murakami et al., 2019 and Hayashi et al., 

2019).   
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Appendix A 

Pre-questionnaire 

1. Demographic information    

2. What (skills/knowledge) do you want to achieve/improve as Management Staff (MS)? MSと

してどのようなスキル又は知識を獲得・上達したいですか? 

3. How are you planning to that? 具体的にどのようなことを実施しますか? 

4. What (skills/knowledge) do you want to achieve/improve as Project Team member, PTとして

どのようなスキル又は知識を獲得・上達したいですか? 

5. How are you planning to that? 具体的にどのようなことを実施しますか? 

6. What support do you need from the teacher or other staff? 他の学生スタッフ、教職員にサ

ポートまたはアドバイスしてほしい点ありますか? 

7. If you want the university staff to contact you for support or consultation, please write your 

email address. 教職員から連絡してほしい場合、内容とメールを教えてください。 

 

 

Appendix B  

Post-questionnaire 

1-3 Demographic information.  

4. What tasks do/did you do as a MS staff? MS (Management Staff)として主にどのような仕

事をしていますか? 

5. What did you do to contribute the most as a MS staff? MSとして最も貢献した仕事は何で

すか? 

6. What activities do/did you do as a PT? PT (Project Team)として主にどのような活動をし

ていますか?  

7. What did you do to contribute the most as a PT? PTとして最も貢献した活動は何ですか?  

8. What did you learn the most while working as a MS? MS勤務を通してどのようなことが

学べましたか?  

9. What did you learn the most while working as a PT? PTの活動を通してどのようなことが

学べましたか?  
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10. What problems do/did you face during MS work? MSの勤務をしている際に何が課題・

問題点だったか教えてください。 

11. What problems do/did you face during PT activities? PT活動で生じた課題・問題点を教

えてください。 

12. Among the experiences gained through BBP staff's work, what are the most useful to you in 

the future (up to 3 points)? BBPスタッフの仕事を通して得た経験の中で、今後の自分

に最も役立てるものは何ですか（最大3点まで）?  

13. Do you want to continue MS/PT in the future? 今後もMS/PT続けたいですか?  

14. Why? それは、なぜですか?  

15. Any suggestions for future MS/PT tasks/activities. 今後のMS勤務/PT活動に関する提案な

どがあれば教えてください。 

16. What’s your satisfaction level toward overall MS work? 秋学期のMSとしての勤務への満

足度を教えてください。 

17. What’s your satisfaction level toward overall PT work? 秋学期のPTとしての活動への満

足度を教えてください。 
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JALT (The Japan Association for Language Teaching) became one of JASAL’s partner 

organizations in February 2020. JALT2020, held November 16–November 23 2020, was the 

organization’s 46th Annual International Conference. The conference theme was Communities of 

Teachers and Learners, which resonates strongly with practitioners in the field of self-access 

learning, where community building is at the heart of what we do in our learning spaces. This 

year, due to the COVID-19 pandemic situation, the JALT conference was held online for the first 

time, and JASAL was delighted and honored to be given a 90-minute time slot for a Zoom forum 

at JALT2020. 

The JASAL forum, called Fostering Community in Self-Access Environments, was held 

on Sunday, November 22, 2020. The forum was emceed by the current JASAL president Clair 

Taylor, and began with brief self-introductions, followed by three research-based presentations. 

First, Daniel Hooper, Bethan Kushida, Phoebe Lyon, and Ross Sampson gave a presentation 

entitled “Examining a Community of Practice in a Self-Access Environment”. Then, Hiro 

Hayashi and Bartosz Wolanski presented on “TA-Led Study Groups as a Platform for 

Language Learning.” Next, Katherine Thornton presented on “Building Language Learner 

Communities Across Two Campuses.” Following the presentations, there was a period for 

discussion involving the presenters and attendees. 

 

Examining a Community of Practice in a Self-Access Environment 

Background 

This presentation was based on one facet of an ethnographic study investigating the 

dynamics of the English Lounge, a social learning space (SLS) in a university self-access 

learning center (Mynard et al., 2020). This particular area of our study utilized a communities of 

practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002) theoretical lens to explore how learners’ 

knowledge and identity are developed through community participation. Communities of 

practice are “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn 

how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 1), 

and a number of existing studies focusing on language learning groups in self-access settings 

have been influenced by a CoP framework (Acuña González et al., 2015; Bibby et al., 2016). 
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Within this study (Hooper, 2020), three fundamental elements of a CoP: domain, community, and 

practice (Wenger et al., 2002) were explored. These are outlined below: 

● domain —the community’s area of interest 

● community—how members interact with and support each other  

● practice—knowledge or tools the community develops 

Domain 

Domain signifies a particular interest that the members of a CoP share. Wenger-Trayner 

and Wenger-Trayner (2015) state that domain features a “shared competence that distinguishes 

members from other people”. We intended to determine if the English Lounge featured a shared 

domain of interest. To do this we investigated members’ reasons for using the lounge, specific 

traits of the English Lounge users, and any shared beliefs that they might hold. 

The researchers identified how students perceived other lounge users, in particular a core 

group of users. This core group of the lounge were often described as being “active, motivated, 

good at English and sociable” (Hooper, 2020, p.113). Conversely, regular users’ (not part of the 

previously mentioned ‘core group’) personalities did not share clear commonalities. However, a 

“desire to improve speaking skills” (Hooper, 2020, p. 113) arose as a theme. From what most 

students reported, English Lounge users did indeed occupy a shared domain of interest distinct 

from non-users of the SLS. Examples of this were their strongly international mindsets and their 

focus on communicative use of English. 

Community  

Understanding the way “members engage in joint activities and discussions, help each 

other, and share information” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015) was important in 

understanding the dynamics of the English Lounge CoP. The researchers were interested in 

finding out what roles members were assigned within the community and the ways in which 

members perceived changes to their identities over time. 

It became clear that a key role of some community members was that of a near peer role 

model (NPRM) (Murphey, 1998). Whereas students using the English Lounge may have felt, 

understandably, that the level of English used by teachers and exchange students was 

unattainable, they clearly admired the English Lounge users’ use of English and felt that they 

might also be able to achieve similar successes. Often, members of the identified core group also 

became “old-timers” (Lave & Wenger, 1991), who adopted a facilitator role and helped socialize 
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newcomers into the environment. Some also acted as “journeyfolk” (Lave & Wenger, 1991), 

which involved passing the baton on to newer members as a way of maintaining the longevity of 

the CoP. 

Practice 

The third facet of a CoP is the “shared repertoire of resources: experiences, stories, tools, 

ways of addressing recurring problems” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). The 

researchers investigated the approaches and tools created by the members to deal with issues and 

ensure the effectiveness and sustainability of the community. 

The researchers found that members recognized various problems, such as the potential 

barrier to entry to the community caused by the sense of intimidation felt by many newcomers. 

Members co-created a variety of artifacts, both in order to help the community better meet the 

needs of its existing members and also to attract and socialize new members into the community. 

Examples include a study group aimed at first year students, a discussion circle for advanced 

students, rearrangement of the furniture to create a less intimidating space, and monitoring of the 

‘English-only’ language policy (Hooper, 2020). Through discussion and reflection on their own 

experiences within the community, and in collaboration with SALC staff, core CoP members 

worked together proactively to ensure that their shared goals were supported. 

Implications 

This study could offer suggestions that other institutions could draw upon when 

designing or organizing aspects of their SLS. Some practical interventions potentially applicable 

to other learning spaces are: 

(1) supporting interest-based communities 

(2) empowering student leaders with the authority to influence the SLS 

(3) providing multiple opportunities for student input  

Even though CoPs can thrive without support, the context of a social learning space would likely 

require initial support and ongoing dialogue with its users in order to aid the evolution of the 

space as needs, desires and potential issues arise from its users.  
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TA-Led Study Groups as a Platform for Language Learning: Cultivating a Sense of 

Community Through the Implementation of Educational Activities 

Kyushu University’s Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) operates within Kikan 

Education (the Faculty of Arts and Science). The center aims to promote autonomous language 

learning for students outside of a traditional classroom setting while striving to support cross-

cultural exchange (Ohashi et al, 2016). SALC benefits from the guidance of a director and 

advisor (both faculty members in the Faculty of Arts and Science). Three technical staff are 

based at the center every weekday, while a team of 10 to 15 teaching assistants (TAs) help 

support the activities and events on a part-time basis. (With graduate students completing their 

courses at different times, the number of TAs SALC employs fluctuates from semester to 

semester.) This presentation focuses on efforts made by the center to offer new opportunities to 

TAs and explores how, in turn, this process helped forge deeper bonds amongst staff and 

students. 

Kyushu University restructured its TA system in October 2019. One goal of the newly 

introduced regulations was to encourage TAs to take on increased teaching responsibilities. 

Kyushu University’s SALC responded to this initiative by formulating a series of TA-led study 

groups, which would allow TAs to develop their teaching skills, gain hands-on experience, and 

share research with other students. The process of implementing these educational activities 

provided opportunities for TAs to assume greater responsibility and facilitated language-learning 

opportunities for students (see Hayashi & Wolanski, in press). Utilizing TAs expertise and 

encouraging them to share their research with people outside their field of interest helped 

cultivate a sense of community at numerous stages of the process.  

During the 2019 Spring/Summer Semester, SALC TAs took charge of two sessions, 

which were held across two weeks (one session per week). During the following Autumn/Winter 

Semester, TAs took charge of one-off sessions. Study group leaders were given autonomy over 

the name and content of their sessions. SALC technical staff were available to discuss possible 

topics with TAs who stated a desire to take charge of a group, but were not yet certain of the 

themes they wanted to explore. This proved an important phase of the implementation process as 

community building can involve a level of shared responsibility at the planning stage (Levine 

Laufgraben & Shapiro, 2004, p. 82). The preparation stage of these study sessions necessitated a 
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level of interaction between regular staff members and TAs that fostered an inclusive 

environment. 

The activities provided the platform for students to learn about research being carried out 

by graduate students at Kyushu University, develop a rapport with SALC TAs, and talk with 

other participants. The events also had the benefit of allowing staff within the center to learn 

more about their colleagues’ research projects. SALC affiliated faculty and / or technical staff 

attended at least part of all the study groups. A number of SALC TAs also participated in 

sessions run by their workmates. The groups generated cross-pollination between fields and 

facilitated interaction between staff.  

The implementation and operation of these sessions proved that Kyushu University’s 

SALC and similar centers can create progressive educational activities that make the most of 

student staff’s talents. Centers that operate outside of a classroom setting can utilize their status 

to develop flexible events that offer TAs the chance to cultivate skills that will benefit them in 

future endeavors. Activities that facilitate exchange help establish a sense of community between 

student staff and participants. This serves to create a learner friendly environment where users 

feel at ease to practice their language skills without having to worry about making mistakes. The 

open yet supervised discussions that ensued laid the foundations for similar events to take place 

in the future. 

 

Building Language Learner Communities Across Two Campuses 

In her presentation Katherine Thornton focused on how newcomers are welcomed and 

initiated into learner communities at E-CO (English Cafe at Otemon), the self-access centre at 

Otemon Gakuin University, and how this process had been disrupted by the addition of a new 

facility on a new campus at her university. 

It is almost universally recognised in the literature on self-access that these social 

language learning spaces are “hard to enter” (Murray & Fujishima, 2018; Hooper, 2020; Bibby et 

al, 2016), observations supported by user accounts in several ethnographic studies (Murray & 

Fujishima, 2016; Mynard, et al, 2020). In student surveys at E-CO, even regular users report 

feeling that E-CO was “hairinikui” [hard to enter] at first, even if they then came to feel 

extremely comfortable in the space. Drawing on a theory from Foucault (1986), Igarashi (2016), 

posits that one reason for this might be that such spaces can be seen as heterotopias. This idea is 
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picked up by Murray and Fujishima in the same volume (2016, p. 126), who point out three 

aspects of heterotopias which may result in a feeling of displacement or discomfort in 

newcomers or even core users. According to them, heterotopias: 

1) are reminiscent of other places but in reality none of these  

2) invoke simultaneous feelings of familiarity and unfamiliarity 

3) disturb regular social positioning 

 In order to try to alleviate this feeling and welcome newcomers, staff and student staff at 

E-CO engage in a number of activities designed to encourage legitimate peripheral participation 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991), and to help users of the space move between different levels of 

participation (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, n.d.) (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1 

Levels of Participation in a Community of Practice (adapted from Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-

Trayner, n.d.)  

 

 
 
 

Language Policy 

While English is in the name of the space and students are encouraged to use English, 

they are welcome to use any language in the space, and many choose to interact with their 

friends mainly in Japanese, while using English with staff and sometimes (but not always) 

student staff, in formal sessions and at the counter. 
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Physical Space Considerations 

E-CO’s layout is designed in a way that encourages students to interact, through study 

tables placed close together, and a Cafe Space which more than one group can use 

simultaneously. There are comfortable sofas and colourful chairs, and a counter near the entrance 

so any newcomer will be greeted, often by a student staff member.  

Multiple Engagement Patterns 

It is recognised that students may be interested in using E-CO for many purposes, but that 

they may, at least initially, need a reason to come there (Hino, 2016). For this reason, a variety of 

engagement activities with different purposes are offered: focused language learning, enjoyment, 

international exchange, and social activities. Some are formalised, with specific sessions 

requiring reservations, such as advising or conversation sessions, to give students a legitimate 

reason to use the space. Alternatively, some students come to watch DVDs, borrow or use books. 

An occasional or transactional user who originally comes to borrow books may start studying 

with them in the space, and then start talking to other users about their study. Once they become 

active users, user surveys show that many students come mainly to meet friends they made at E-

CO.  

Student Involvement and Ownership 

Of crucial importance to the vitality of the space is input from students in its everyday 

functioning. A student volunteer group was formed soon after the space opened in 2013, and 

now has over 20 members. Students work at the counter and over the years have designed many 

events and activities that they feel will encourage new students to use the space, and deepen the 

engagement of existing users. These activities have included: regular seasonal parties, faculty-

specific conversation sessions, a grammar study group, and shareboards where students post 

things such as a letter to Santa. 

A New Facility—Disrupting the Existing Community 

In 2019 the university opened a new campus, which would cater for all first-year students 

and two faculties, including the International Liberal Arts faculty which accounted for over 35% 

of E-CO users. Luckily, E-CO was permitted to use a space on the new facility, but had no input 

into its design. In addition, no extra staff were employed, so E-CO’s existing three full-timers 

found themselves stretched over two campuses. 
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The new facility has reinforced the importance of space design and staff presence in 

successful community building. While the new facility is well located on the ground floor and 

has a glass wall, its very spaciousness seems to hinder interactions between users. The ceiling is 

high and tables are spaced widely apart, resulting in users rarely talking to each other if they are 

not already friends. The lack of a clear counter area means that the space lacks a focal point for 

new students to orient themselves to from outside or when first visiting. Most importantly, staff 

have to split their time between the two campuses, meaning that it is more difficult to engage 

with and get to know newcomers. While the space was often busy at lunchtimes in 2019, most 

users were second years or older who were familiar with the old facility, and few new 

friendships seemed to have been formed in the space.  

Additionally, the original E-CO space has suffered from losing many of its core users.  

No new first years study on this campus, and all exchange students now study exclusively on the 

new campus, making the space less attractive to remaining users. This resulted in a steep drop in 

the number of users in 2019, from an average of 1179 per month in 2018 to 398 in 2019. 

Thornton noted that not all of this can be accounted for by the students who moved to the new 

campus. 

 

Discussion 

 During the three forum presentation sessions, the Zoom chat function was enabled to 

allow the participants to post questions, leading to some fruitful discussions beginning in the chat 

which were developed later in the breakout rooms in the allocated discussion period. A number 

of issues were explored. One was how TA-led study groups can lead to discussions between 

students that go deeper than the everyday small talk or banter which characterize the majority of 

everyday interactions in SAC spaces. With this support, students can talk about serious issues 

such as homophobia/biphobia/transphobia or sexual violence against women, developing an 

understanding of sensitive and important topics, which is arguably one of the goals of a 

university education.  

Other post-presentation exchanges focused on tackling problems in SACs, such as how to 

deal with a situation where a core group of student users dominate a space, intimidating other 

occasional and potential users. Practical suggestions were given, including the use of banners 

with messages such as “a stranger is just a friend you haven’t made yet” and encouraging the 
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regular users to remember how daunting it was when they first started using their SAC space. 

Inevitably, discussion also focused on the struggle to maintain learning communities when most 

students are taking online classes, and SACs are forced to implement policies to reduce the 

spread of COVID-19, in some cases even banning conversation in physical learning spaces and 

moving all conversation activities online.  

The forum, with its 20 active and enthusiastic participants, including both JASAL 

members and newcomers, was a wonderful opportunity to connect and reconnect, to explore 

ideas, and to inspire and support each other in this challenging pandemic period. 
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Call for Participation for the 2nd JASAL Student Online Forum: Bringing Fun 
& Community Back 

Saturday, February 6th, 2021  

Many participants from our successful JASAL Student Conference (October 2019) and 

Student Online Forum 2020 (July 2020), showed strong interest in joining future opportunities to 

meet student staff from other universities. Hearing such enthusiasm and passion from both the 

students and teachers, JASAL decided to hold our 2nd JASAL Student Online Forum this academic 

year (on February 6, 2021) to share ideas, or to perhaps plan a collaboration project.   

The theme of this Student Forum (online) will be “Bringing Fun & Community Back”. 

While many SACs offer only online services, some universities have moved into a hybrid SAC. 

How can student staff initiate and support activities either online, hybrid, or in person SAC? What 

can student staff do when events cannot be offered in their SAC? In this Forum, we will also have a 

Feature Talk which will inspire you to engage in your language learning and in your roles as student 

staff members.  

This time, we would like the students to take the lead in planning and running this online 

student forum. A student leader will plan the Forum with other student leaders and run the Forum. 

Please note that only one student can participate as a leader per institution.  

Please register by filling in the form.  

● Apply to become Student Leader: Deadline to apply: by Friday, December 18th, 2020 

● Attend as Regular Participant: Deadline to register: by Friday, January 22nd, 2021 

Whether you would like to participate as simply as a participant, or both as a participant and a 

leader, we are looking forward to your active participation!  

 

*Please note that if you are a teacher/administrative staff and would like to attend, you will have an 

opportunity to observe the forum for a short period of time, but since it is a student forum, we will 

provide a separate space for your discussions to take place most of the time.  

 

Hisako Yamashita  

JASAL Student Involvement Coordinator  
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