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Abstract 

Self-access centres often rely on volunteers to provide tutorial support to students and help in 
other meaningful ways such as organising events or delivering workshops. This study 
investigated the perspectives of student volunteers in regard to the characteristics of a self-
access language learning centre which contribute to it being a safe and comfortable learning 
environment for student volunteers. Data derived from focus groups, which were recorded, 
transcribed, and then analyzed via content analysis, were grouped into categories. Three 
broad categories emerged from the analysis: physical space, social connections, and the 
emotional domain. Research revealed that the physical space of the centre, the social 
interaction within the centre, and the emotional well-being of student volunteers play a key 
role in the creation of a learning environment which feels safe and comfortable.  
 
多くのセルフ・アクセス・センターは、ボランティア・スタッフが行う学生へ

のチュートリアルサポート及びイベント開催とワークショップの実施の様な有

意義な方法での協力に頼っている。本研究では、そのボランティア・スタッフ

が言語自律学習で利用するセルフ・アクセス・センターの特徴についての考え

方を質問し、彼ら自身にとって安全で快適な学習環境であるために何が必要か

調査した。フォーカスグループからのデータを録音し、書き起こし、内容分析

によって分析して、カテゴリーに分類した。分析の結果、単なる場所、社会的

なつながり、感情の領域という 3つの大きなカテゴリーが浮かび上がった。な

お、本調査によると、センターでの空間、センター内の社会的相互作用、ボラ

ンティアの感情的幸福が、安全で快適に感じられる学習環境の構築に重要な役

割を果たしていることが明らかになった。 
 
Keywords: language learning centre, learning environment, volunteers, learning centre 
design, self-access centre 
  



Characteristics of a Language Learning Centre 

JASAL Journal Vol. 2, No. 1, June 2021                                                                                  28 

Language learning centres in all their various forms have been around for over fifty years. 

From the language labs of the 1960s to the more flexible self-access centres found all around 

the world today, language learning centres have become an important part of language 

learning programmes in westernised education. Since the 1970s, there has been a growing 

interest in learner autonomy with a focus on how educational institutions can help develop 

this in their language learners through a centre separate from the classroom (Little, 2007). 

Where in the 1960s the language lab was often a mandatory part of the curriculum, nowadays 

language learners often have the choice to visit a self-access centre on their own – in and of 

itself a sign of autonomy. Once at a centre, learners can choose to engage in various activities 

to support their learning. Staff at centres are often volunteers or teaching assistants, and like 

the language learners they support, they need to feel safe, supported, and comfortable. The 

centre in which this particular study took place is located in the English as a Second 

Language Department at a university in Canada.  

 

Context and Background 

Opened in fall 2017, the Language Learning Centre (LLC), a self-access centre for 

students in the English for Academic Purposes (EAP) program, morphed through several 

changes as observation and feedback from students, volunteers, and faculty guided decisions 

on the design of the centre, student support services, and activities. Before the LLC opened, 

the room it is housed in was a computer language lab that aligned with more traditional 

models of language labs that are rooted in cognitivist and behaviourist approaches to 

language learning. The static design of the language lab, which had fixed computer carrels 

and a lack of interactive space for group work and interaction, coupled with changes in how 

many instructors integrated technology in their classes, gradually led to fewer students 

accessing the language lab. As a result, the department set a new course and established a 

self-access language learning centre to provide more interactive, learning, and social 

opportunities for students in the EAP program. The centre’s design and operations aligned 

with several key considerations identified by Sadtler (2011), including access, interactivity, 

flexibility, design, stewardship, and relevance. Effective design/redesign of a language 

learning centre is a critical consideration, and a poorly designed centre results in fewer 

students accessing support services (Ledgerwood, 2011). The LLC space was redesigned to 

be interactive, flexible, open, and inviting, with student volunteers playing a key role. 

 Initial funding for the LLC enabled the hiring of two part-time teaching assistants; 

however, additional tutors were needed given the demand for support and the need to 
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enhance what the centre could offer. With this in mind, expanding the team to include 

volunteers was viewed as a way to help support students, to provide opportunities for student 

volunteers to gain meaningful experience, and to work toward a key goal of the centre, 

namely creating a robust community of learners in a safe and supported environment.  

Shortly after the LLC opened, some students on campus began to ask about 

volunteering, and it became apparent that many students were interested in volunteer 

opportunities. Hence in winter 2018, a process for onboarding volunteers was established. In 

a typical semester, approximately 15 student volunteers would work at the centre - tutoring 

students, helping organise events, leading the English Conversation Club, and delivering 

workshops. Here, like in many centres, the learners and the advisors function as a team. 

Besides advisors, some learning centres have teaching assistants or volunteers to help 

students – often for tutoring purposes as is the case in this LLC. Students book a session or 

drop-in and bring the work they need help with to the tutor. The simple act of choosing to 

access support (such as the diagnostic exam for tutorial support), makes this a form of 

autonomous learning, and student volunteers play a key role in providing support. 

In a typical semester prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and the shift to remote 

learning, excluding visits to the centre for special events, there were in the range of 600-800 

student visits for support and access to resources, with the bulk of the support being provided 

by student volunteers. These volunteers, predominantly international students themselves, 

quickly became integral in the success of the LLC and were instrumental in helping it 

become a hub for both students in the EAP program and the volunteers themselves. A 

number of the volunteers had also previously studied in the EAP program, and their 

experience in both contexts provided valuable perspectives on how the centre could best 

serve students. The main activities and focus of the LLC can be summarised as follows: 

1. Individual and group tutorials (self-access drop-in tutorial support from teaching 

assistants, volunteers, and faculty) 

2. Interactive events and activities (seasonal celebrations, games hour, etc.) 

3. English Conversation Club (regular speaking opportunities available for all EAP 

students to join) 

4. Language and culture learning resources (learning materials, videos, listening 

resources, software, supplemental materials, etc.) 

5. Workshops (focused workshops on topics of relevance to the programme) 

6. Comfortable and flexible space for study, relaxation, and socialising (flexible 

design of space with different zones for various activities) 
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After opening, student access to the centre exceeded expectations for tutorials and 

events. The same was true for students simply accessing the centre to study or socialise. 

Ideas for events, activities, and opportunities for students in the centre emerged from team 

meetings with the teaching assistants, volunteers, the centre’s advisory committee, and 

faculty.  

 Beyond the respective motivations that volunteers had for helping in the centre, the 

following question arose: Did design considerations of the centre result in creating a safe and 

comfortable learning environment to which student volunteers willingly returned time and 

time again?  

 

Literature Review 

The self-access centres we see today can be traced back to the changes in language 

learning pedagogy and theory in the 1970s. With the earlier language labs growing out of the 

audiolingual approach and the behaviouristic theory of learning, the newer more student-

focused learning methodologies, such as the communicative approach, led to a change in 

direction in many centres. In response, centres became more student-centred and learner 

resource-based, providing students with access to various resources to aid in their learning 

(Atherton, 1980; Raddon & Dix, 1989). In this interactive type of learning space, volunteers 

may be more drawn to help. Another term for the type of learning that occurs in this centre is 

self-access language learning (SALL), defined by Gardner and Miller (1999) as a student’s 

own personal (and therefore unique) interaction with the resources at the centre. In SALL, 

there is no such thing as one size fits all. Every learner creates their own individual learning 

experience based on the resources (physical or human) with which they choose to interact. 

This approach, then, promotes learner autonomy (Gardner & Miller, 1999).  

Definitions abound for learner autonomy. According to Little (2007), who conducted 

a thorough review of the definition, there is one common denominator found in all: the 

notion of taking responsibility for one’s learning. Other definitions include learner control 

and self-direction in terms of setting goals and choosing one’s content for learning (Little, 

2007). Little (2007) argues that learner autonomy goes beyond this basic definition to 

encompass a learner’s ability to reflect and take initiative as well. The latter is evidenced by 

the fact that university students did not initially flock to the centres when they opened and, in 

the cases where they did attend, they were unable to take full control of their learning (Little, 

2015). This prompted the rise of a new addition to the centres: the advisor or counsellor. 
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While the role of the advisor changes from centre to centre, Mynard (2011, p. 1–2) sums up 

the role best with the following list:  

1. Raising awareness of the language learning process 

2. Guiding learners 

3. Helping learners to identify goals 

4. Suggesting suitable materials by offering choices 

5. Suggesting suitable strategies by offering choices 

6. Motivating, supporting, and encouraging self-directed learners 

7. Helping learners to self-evaluate and reflect 

8. Assisting students in discovering how they best learn 

9. Actively listening to learners 

10. Helping learners to talk through their own problems  

While the above list outlines ways in which to promote learner autonomy, some centres may 

also choose to have their advisors give more direction.  

A wide variety of resources, both physical and human, at self-access centres may 

appeal to many students, as is witnessed by the growth of the centres around the world. What 

once began as an isolated French initiative (Benson, 2013) has since flourished into many 

centres across North America, Europe, and Asia (McMurray et al., 2010). However, the 

services offered at centres are only part of their appeal. Other factors draw students into the 

centres as well. In Hong Kong, for example, the self-access centre at a university was turned 

into a social gathering space where students could interact with one another (Choi, 2017). 

Choi, the centre manager, (2017, p. 24) realized that “the creation of a community… by 

offering more interesting and fun activities” was critical to drawing in more students.  

For centres to be actively used by students, facilitators need to be aware of how space 

is used and how the centre’s design and décor affect students (Gardner & Miller, 1999; Riley, 

1995). First and foremost, it is important to provide a safe learning environment where risk-

taking and errors are encouraged for both students and volunteers. Indeed, a sense of security 

may come from the design of the learning environment itself in that open spaces with clearly 

defined areas provide a feeling of safety (Orians & Heerwagen, 1992, as cited in Arndt, 

2012). Beyond open spaces with distinct areas, Riley (1995) argues that self-access centres 

need to be warm and welcoming with lots of light, fresh air, and colour to draw in learners. 

Edlin (2016) also highlights some major principles to guide the design of a learning centre. 

The colour and lighting found in a centre, according to Edlin (2016), play an important role 
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as they can impact a student’s emotions. Therefore, the colours and the lighting in a centre 

can promote a feeling of comfort and safety.  

The physical space and layout of a centre indicate the kinds of activities and options 

that are available for students (Sadtler, 2011). Here, centres also need to have a social space 

available for students to interact in and a flexible layout that can meet the needs of the 

students, volunteers, and staff at any given time. Design choices are important, and Sawhill 

and Brazell (2011) argue that the centre’s space needs to allow “students to evaluate, create, 

tinker, and experiment with the language” (p. 95). This, once again, speaks to the sense of 

safety of the learning environment itself. In fact, designs may need to match those of the 

students’ home environments for students to feel physically and mentally safe. For example, 

Foster and Gibbons (2007) conducted a study on the use of informal space at a university 

library (similar to that of a learning centre) and found that students longed for the comforts of 

home: a family room atmosphere and “easy access to coffee and food, natural light, and an 

environment with soothing textures, sounds, and great warmth” (as cited in Painter et al., 

2012, p. 16).  

As the aforementioned attributes make the space appealing for students, they would, 

presumably, make them appealing for student volunteers as well. Unfortunately, however, 

research on language learning centre volunteers and how they view their workspace appears 

to be non-existent. Since the participants in this study are also international students who are 

non-native English speakers (NNES) - some of whom have studied in the EAP program - the 

research discussed thus far could apply to them as well.  However, we can also look at 

research studies on employee perceptions here. Volunteers are, after all, unpaid staff. A 

Cornell University study, for instance, found that employees are more productive and suffer 

from less physical discomfort when working in the proximity of natural light from windows 

(Kohll, 2019). A Harvard study (Allen et al., 2016) found the same is true for fresh air at 

work, with findings revealing that poor air quality significantly impacts employees. 

Moreover, Garris and Monroe (2005) argue that colour, too, impacts mood and well-being in 

workspaces. This is true for learning environments as well. Research has shown that learning 

environments not only have a significant influence on students’ learning but also on their 

well-being (Hammond, 2004). Again, little to no research seems to be available on student 

volunteers and the learning environment in which they volunteer. However, with student 

volunteers also identifying as students, it is fair to say the physical environment in which 

they volunteer could affect their well-being as well. Research on the importance of student 

well-being abounds. In both K-12 and university settings, for example, studies have shown 



Characteristics of a Language Learning Centre 

JASAL Journal Vol. 2, No. 1, June 2021                                                                                  33 

that student well-being is linked to academic achievement and learning in general (Adler, 

2016; Cohen, 2006; Harward, 2016; Morrison & Kirby, 2010). In Italy, a university study 

found it was important to build learning communities that support well-being as well (Rania 

et al., 2014). In terms of international students, this is even more critical. According to Owen 

et al. (2017), for example, poorer states of mental and physical health have been shown to 

exist in Chinese international students studying nursing as compared to domestic students in 

New Zealand. Wu et al. (2015) attribute international student health concerns to a number of 

different things: the isolation students feel from leaving their friends and family back home, 

their language issues, different food and living circumstances, and balancing work and study.  

Given the importance of well-being then, what can self-access centres do to promote 

the well-being of English language learners and student volunteers while at the same time 

remaining as centres for autonomous learning, their main purpose? For one, self-access 

centres that offer opportunities for social engagement contribute to the well-being of their 

students and student volunteers. Providing workshops and activities where student 

volunteers, teaching assistants, students, and instructors mingle helps build a sense of 

community (Moore, 1989). Game nights, holiday celebrations, and conversation circles also 

help build a stronger social bond. For volunteers, these may be important “pull” factors that 

make them keen to not only help but also be part of a community of learners. The volunteers 

in this study, like the EAP students they support, were predominantly international students 

themselves and were navigating the adjustment to life and study in a new context. Hence, the 

challenges they face in these transitions highlight the importance of the LLC being a 

comfortable, safe, and welcoming place both for EAP students and the student volunteers 

themselves. 

Another important element to the creation of well-being, sense of safety, and comfort 

is the decor, layout, and design of the centre – as touched upon earlier. According to Spence 

(2015), scientific evidence exists that your dessert tastes better or worse depending on the 

colour of the dish in which it is served. In terms of learning space design, colour choice is 

important as it affects learners, volunteers, and staff alike. Research in the area of colour 

psychology and learning design indicates colour choices can have a significant impact on 

aspects such as learning (Barrett et al., 2017), comfort, and sense of safety (RiosVelasco, 

2010). Indeed, the psychological mood of users of a space may be impacted by the choice of 

colours (Küller et al., 2009). Commonly used colours and their emotional impact can be 

briefly summarized as follows: blue and green tend to calm, red and orange tend to stimulate, 

yellow tends to give warmth and encourage concentration, and dark colours tend to make 
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people feel unwelcome and moody (Ćurĉić et al., 2019). Considering this, colour choices in 

learning spaces would ideally be shades of blue, green, and yellow. Lighting is also 

important in promoting well-being and learning. Studies have found that the more sunlight a 

learner receives during the day, the better they learn. For example, one study of 21,000 

students in the United States showed that the more sunlight students had, the better their 

reading outcomes were (Heschong Mahone Group, 1999). Another study showed that college 

students with classroom views of nature had a more positive experience of the course and 

higher end of semester grades than the others (Benfield et al., 2015). This is a reminder to 

advocate for a space that includes a number of windows with views of natural scenery. 

Additionally, having clearly distinct areas in a centre may also provide students with a sense 

of comfort and well-being. As Kronenberg (2015) argues, the focus needs to be on people 

before technology. Investments should be made in furniture and, if possible, aim to make the 

language centre a unique space on campus that is distinct from other spaces. To further 

enhance the well-being of learners, a supply of tea, coffee, and snacks can be on offer with 

music and sound also key considerations. Food and drink are well known for their ability to 

create a sense of community. When people gather to eat and drink together, a sense of 

community is built. The sharing of food is a tradition found in all cultures, reaching back in 

time to the first humans. Evidence has even been found that meals prepared as far back as 

300,000 years were shared (Pope, 2014). Music can also facilitate interaction (Dörnyei & 

Murphey, 2003). Whether it be open windows letting in the sound of birds chirping or an 

indoor water fountain playing relaxing music, sound can play an important role in the 

reduction of stress (Chanda & Levitin, 2013; Gillen et al., 2008). A centre could easily utilize 

either option or, alternatively, have a natural outdoor sitting area available for students to 

work quietly. With this in mind, facilitators at the Language Learning Centre decided to 

examine the characteristics of their centre to see what features were present in terms of 

providing a safe and comfortable learning environment from the perspectives of the student 

volunteers. Curiosity arose as student volunteers in the centre often spent far more time both 

socialising and volunteering in the centre than what was scheduled. The research question for 

this study, therefore, is as follows: What characteristics of the Language Learning Centre 

resulted in creating a safe and comfortable learning environment from the perspective of 

student volunteers? 

 

Methodology 
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This study used the data generated for a related language learning centre case study in 

which student volunteers and a teaching assistant expressed their perceptions and 

motivations for volunteering in the language learning centre. Analysis of data from that study 

revealed interesting findings regarding student volunteer participant perceptions of the space 

and their sense of safety and comfort in the centre, a distinct aspect from the initial focus of 

that study. A semi-structured focus group methodology was used to explore participants own 

perceptions of the centre. All students who had been or were volunteers in the LLC were 

invited to participate in focus groups. Focus groups are group interviews in which 

participants not only respond to questions, but also interact with each other and can comment 

on each other’s perspectives (Powell & Single, 1996). This method is an opportunity for 

researchers to examine the beliefs, attitudes, experiences, and perspectives of participants in 

greater detail (Krueger, 2015). While the perspectives of EAP learners may be similar, this 

study focused specifically on student volunteers, whose motivations for being at the centre 

were different from EAP students accessing it for support. The focus group interviews were 

recorded and transcribed. Responses to questions related to the positive learning environment 

of the centre were analysed via content analysis and grouped into categories. Prior to 

beginning data collection, institutional research ethics approval was obtained.  

Participants 

The participants in the focus group study consisted of seven former student 

volunteers and one former teaching assistant who had also volunteered at the centre. Seven 

of the participants were non-native English speakers. Seven volunteer students in the focus 

groups were enrolled in the Master of Education programme, and one was an undergraduate 

student. The teaching assistant had just graduated from the Master of Education program at 

the time of this study. The data from the undergraduate student (Student C), who was the 

only native English speaker (NES) in the focus group study, was not used in this analysis due 

to outlier status. Table 1 shows the background and information on the students who 

participated in the original focus group study. 

 

Table 1 

Focus Group Participants 

 
Student Gender Program of study Role in centre Other 

A Female M.Ed. Volunteer NNES 
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B Male M.Ed. Volunteer NNES 

C Female TESL Volunteer NES 

D Female M.Ed. T.A./volunteer NNES 

E Male M.Ed. Volunteer NNES 

F Male M.Ed. Volunteer NNES 

G Female M.Ed. Volunteer NNES 

H Male M.Ed. Volunteer NNES 

 
 

Findings 

The content analysis of the responses resulted in the collection of the following data. 

Three broad categories emerged from the analysis: physical space, social connections, and 

the emotional domain.  

The physical space received the most attention and responses from participants in this 

study, highlighting the different areas, the furniture, and the lighting. These are representative 

comments from volunteer students in the focus groups that touch on the physical space: 

A:  For me, I think uh the decoration and furnitures in the centre right now are 

very good, are very good atmosphere and are very welcoming. 

D:  We’ve got sofas and you’ve got spaces now that are taking on individual 

identity – so you have the corner for groups ah discussion… and we have 

opposite to it the relaxing [area], you want to sit down and have a chat or just 

relax there, then you have the computers where you can work individually, 

and then we have the spread out of all the tables and chairs… the space has 

evolved physically… in a positive way 

E: It’s a very comfortable space and very inviting atmosphere… the thing that 

really attracted me was the bean bags… And another thing I love about the 

centre is that it offers beverages, like tea and coffee, and sometimes we even 

have the popcorn machine. There is a nice smell, you know… umm… and 

yeah so everything about the centre is just a nice comfortable space…the 

windows are very wide open… there is nice scenery.     

The social category also received significant comments. Students repeatedly 

highlighted the role a social space plays in a positive learning environment: 

B: I feel like all my peers uh all of my peers are my friends and also kind of like 

my family, my home away from home 
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G:  I would say for personal…umm… you know you really got a sense of 

community. It’s really a special place that you can never find another place on 

campus that have the same… I would say… vibe. It’s the social that make 

them feel more comfortable… when you connect with people then you feel 

like you belong here. 

H:  [The LLC] don’t need to be very academic…uh… you know… the LLC uh 

has some…you know… social purpose 

In describing their experiences in the centre, participants’ comments also highlighted 

the emotional domain. This was notable particularly in terms of having a feeling of comfort, 

relaxation, and safety: 

A:  … very welcoming. 

B: … home away from home 

D: … we wanted it to be that inviting, warm… this safe space, if they make a 

mistake it’s like chill out – everybody does, we are here to help you… It’s a 

very positive energy kind of atmosphere. 

E:  … very inviting atmosphere… [the bean bags] it’s a very nice thing to have, 

you know, when you are stressed out, you just drop on the bean bag- it’s very 

therapeutic. It [will] relieve some stress, right.  

G: … you feel like you belong here. 

H:  The atmosphere… the environment… Yeah, so that is a very relaxed…[in] 

this atmosphere [the ESL students] don’t need to be very… you know… 

nervous, right. 

To sum up, the study identified three major categories as being important to student 

volunteers in the language learning centre in terms of their comfort and sense of safety: the 

centre’s physical space, social aspects, and emotional benefits.    

 

Discussion and Recommendations 

From the findings, it is clear that the student volunteers and the teaching 

assistant/volunteer felt a number of attributes found in the centre contributed to it being a 

safe, inviting, and comfortable learning environment. According to the responses, aspects 

related to the physical space such as the layout of the centre, the furniture, and the décor play 

a key role in this. The LLC in this study featured different pockets of areas within which 

students and student volunteers can interact, promoting a sense of safety. This is in line with 

Orians and Heerwagen’s (1992, as cited in Arndt, 2012) assertion that defined areas within a 
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learning environment can enhance the feeling of safety. For volunteers in this study, their 

level of comfort was reflected in the focus groups’ comments such as “home away from 

home” and “the bean bag - it’s very therapeutic”. A sense of comfort for learners is important 

as “it pertains to the most fundamental step students need to take in order to access and 

exploit the resources available to them coming to the center” (Edlin, 2016, p. 128).  

  Student volunteers also highlighted the social aspects of the centre as being 

important. According to them, the social side of the centre promotes feelings of belonging 

and a sense of community. This also overlaps with the centre’s emotional benefits. The social 

element of the centre, alongside the overall relaxed attitude in the centre, contributed to a 

positive environment. The notion that the centre was a safe place in which to learn and 

volunteer was evident with comments such as “we wanted it to be that inviting, warm… this 

safe space, if they make a mistake it’s like chill out – everybody does, we are here to help 

you…” and  “in this atmosphere [ESL students]… don’t need to be… you know… very 

nervous, right.”. Indeed, several of the student volunteer responses point to the need for a 

self-access centre to be less academic and less formal in nature. Centres that are flexible and 

comfortable may therefore be the way of the future, as is echoed in the literature on self-

access centre design (Askildson, 2011; Edlin, 2016; Kronenberg, 2015).  

Interestingly, the use of the term ‘therapeutic’ by one of the volunteers suggests that 

centres may also need to become spaces that promote emotional well-being in the future. 

Notably, it was observed that many student volunteers frequently accessed the centre to 

socialise or relax, to study, and to help even when they were not scheduled to volunteer. This 

suggests centres may need to care for the well-being of the whole learner rather than merely 

the academic dimension. In terms of the LLC in this particular research study, several design 

features may contribute to student volunteer emotional well-being. For example, an earlier 

referenced study (Ćurĉić et al., 2019) highlights the emotional impact of colour, suggesting 

ideal colours for a centre would be shades of blue, green, and yellow. Our centre with its 

light blue walls (low intensity), its pictures of green forests, and its large green plants align 

with these considerations. With natural light flooding into the centre and views of many 

trees, as evidenced by the comment “the windows are wide open… there is nice scenery”, it 

comes as no surprise that student volunteers report a positive emotional experience in the 

centre. As mentioned in the literature review, natural light (Heschong Mahone Group, 1999) 

and views of nature (Benfield et al., 2015) benefit students greatly in their learning 

environments.  
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Notably, the centre at the focus of this study also has tea and coffee available for its 

learners and student volunteers and offers food and refreshments at periodic special events. 

This, too, could be part of the reason student volunteers feel so comfortable in the space and 

refer to it as “home away from home”. One student volunteer notes the aroma in the centre: 

“And another thing I love about the centre is that if offers beverages… and sometimes we 

even have the popcorn machine. There is a nice smell, you know…”. This speaks to the 

earlier research mentioned in the literature that found students yearned for the comforts of 

home and a family-like environment where coffee and tea were readily available (Foster & 

Gibbons, 2007, as cited in Painter et al., 2012).   

Lastly, the emotional comfort student volunteers refer to in this study may also be 

attributed, to some degree, to the sound in the centre. Teaching assistants and student 

volunteers, when opening the centre, normally put on quiet background music to help create 

a sense of comfort and relaxation. Research has shown that this can aid in the reduction of 

stress as well (Chanda & Levitin, 2013; Gillen et al., 2008). 

 

Conclusion 

This study has highlighted several characteristics of a language learning centre that 

student volunteers and a teaching assistant felt created a safe and comfortable learning 

environment. The study revealed that the physical space of the centre, the social interaction 

within the centre, and the emotional well-being the centre fosters contributed to the student 

volunteers’ sense of comfort and safety. The study recommends that any future self-access 

centre carefully consider the use of colour, lighting, décor, and furniture in the planning 

stages. Plenty of windows, fresh air, and scenic views also need consideration. Soft music, 

water fountains, and fresh tea and coffee can create a sense of well-being as well. At this 

point, revisiting the role of the advisor as outlined earlier might be useful. We propose that 

the following could be added to Mynard’s (2011) list: 

Supporting the well-being of both students and volunteers and helping them find 

areas and activities in the centre to improve their well-being and feeling of 

connection. 

While the main goal of self-access centres will continue to be developing learner 

autonomy and student learning, the focus on both learner and student volunteer well-being 

needs to come to the fore. If students feel safe, comfortable, relaxed, and ‘at home’ in the 

centre, their ability to learn and take responsibility for their learning is certain to increase. 

The same applies to volunteers and their needs. Volunteers, who are the heart of many 
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centres, have various personal volunteer motivations such as career enhancement and social 

engagement, but like the students they support, also need to feel welcome and safe.  

This study’s exploration of a self-access language learning centre’s design and the 

role it plays in making student volunteers feel safe and comfortable was limited to the 

analysis of quantitative data taken from an initial focus group study on student volunteer 

motivations. The data consisted of student volunteers enrolled in similar programs of study 

who were predominantly international students working in a language learning centre at one 

university. Therefore, future studies involving participants from other institutions (with an 

increased focus on diversity) would be beneficial to the literature. There is a general lack of 

research in this area, and further investigation in the understanding of centre design will 

benefit administrators, faculty, and staff in making centres places where both student 

volunteers and students feel comfortable and safe.  
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Appendix A 

Focus Group Questions (Semi-Structured) 

1. When did you first volunteer in the LLC? 

2. What was your main reason for volunteering? 

3. Were there any secondary reasons? 

4. How has your work at the LLC helped your future or your growth?  

5. What was your favourite activity in the LLC? 

6. In what ways can the facilitator of the LLC help you with your growth? 

7. What else can we do to improve the LLC? More resources? Physical space? More  

hours?  

8. Any other comments? 


