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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 
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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? 


