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Abstract 
During the 2020 academic year, Kyushu University made a wide range of courses available 
online in an effort to safeguard both students and staff from the spread of the new 
coronavirus, COVID-19. As reported cases began to fall, the university made strides to safely 
offer more face-to-face services to students from the start of the 2021 academic calendar. 
Kyushu University’s Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) responded by adopting a hybrid 
system at start of the Spring/Summer semester, which allowed students to make use of the 
on-campus facilities while maintaining online services for those who had not fully resumed 
onsite learning. This report examines the decision-making process behind the new approach 
and how staff went about implementing the onsite-online system. An evaluation of this 
hybrid approach will provide valuable insight into what kind of internet-based services might 
prove useful for self-access learning centers to develop post COVID-19. 
 
九州大学は、新型コロナウイルス（COVID-19）の蔓延から学生とスタッフを保護す

るために、2020 年度はさまざまなコースをオンラインで提供してきた。症例が減少

し始めたため、2021 年度からは学生により多くの対面でのサービスを安全に提供す

るために努力した。九州大学の Self-Access Learning Center （SALC）では、前期

の最初にハイブリッドシステムを採用することで対応した。これにより、オンサイ

ト学習を完全に再開していない学生向けのオンラインサービスを維持しながら、キ

ャンパス内の施設を利用することができた。本レポートでは、この新しいアプロー

チの背景にある意思決定プロセスと、スタッフがオンサイト・オンラインシステム

をどのように実行したかを検証する。ハイブリッドアプローチの評価は、COVID-19

以降どのようなインターネットベースのサービスを開発することが SALC に役立つか

についての洞察を提示する。 
 
Keywords: online learning, onsite-online, hybrid system, COVID-19 
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Following the outbreak of COVID-19 at the end of 2019, educational institutions 

around the world shut their doors in an effort to safeguard students. In April 2020, 94.8% of 

schools and universities across 93% of countries were partially or completely closed 

(UNESCO, 2021, p. 9). Throughout the 2020 academic year, the Kyushu University Self-

Access Learning Center (SALC) facilities were closed to students; however, core services 

were available online. The SALC’s efforts to provide accessible online support for students 

was in keeping with COVID-19 protocols implemented by Kikan Education (the faculty that 

the SALC operates within) and the wider university. 

The university expressed a desire to start offering more in-person classes at the start 

of the 2021 academic calendar, as the number of reported COVID-19 cases began to 

decrease. The SALC responded by developing and implementing an approach to running the 

center that provided both on-campus and online support. The SALC managerial staff 

discussed this process via video calls or through email on a daily basis throughout this period. 

The management was also in regular communication with faculty members in Kikan 

Education who support the facility, staff from the study abroad office, and the SALC’s part-

time teaching assistants (TAs). Key points from these interactions were noted down in order 

to record and evaluate these efforts. This method of information collection and self-

assessment inform both the descriptive and analytical aspects of the report. 

This paper starts with an overview of how managerial staff moved services online in 

2020. This will be followed by an explanation of the reasons why the center decided to 

develop a hybrid approach in 2021 and the practical efforts taken to ensure that safe face-to-

face services could run alongside internet-based activities. The focus of the report is primarily 

on the months of April and May as the uncertain nature of the pandemic meant that the SALC 

management could not be sure if procedures for on-campus learning would change as the 

semester progressed. Indeed, an unexpected increase in the university’s onsite restrictions, 

coupled with personnel changes, meant that the center initially operated the hybrid approach 

from mid-April to mid-May. The center reverted to strictly online operations from the second 

half of May due to safety concerns. 

The main objective of this paper is to review the process of establishing an onsite-

online system; however, the final section looks to briefly evaluate the hybrid operational 

format to determine if similar approaches might be viable post COVID-19 and to lay the 

groundwork for future research into the subject. 
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Literature Review 

Developments in education software and virtual learning platforms have made remote 

study a more viable option for more people than ever before. The onset of the COVID-19 

pandemic saw educators around the world search for e-learning options in order to adapt to 

the challenges they faced. Various obstacles remain for those still acclimatizing to online 

learning environments, including experiencing feelings of confusion and frustration at the 

prospect of learning remotely (Dhawan, 2020). Social interaction in a physical space remains 

a crucial part of a successful self-access learning center. Freimuth et al. (2021) investigated 

the qualities that make a learning center attractive to the student volunteers and TAs who 

support it. Their informants repeatedly made positive comments about the elements of a 

physical space itself, such as the furniture, windows, and availability of refreshments.  

However, remote learning does have its advantages. Online tools can help create a 

collaborative learning environment, while the “anywhere-anytime” aspect of e-learning is 

hugely beneficial in times of crisis (Dhawan, 2020). No virtual learning environment can 

fully substitute for a physical space, but when learners are no longer bound by location, they 

save the time that would be spent in transit. “Saving time” was most cited by Kyushu 

University students as a benefit of remote classes (Honda & Honda, 2021, p. 113). As many 

as 6,272 students, or 86% of all respondents, perceived this as an advantage. 

Synchronous and asynchronous are two terms that can be used to differentiate 

between the types of learning environments that exist in online study. Synchronous allows for 

real-time interactions between teachers and students, whereas asynchronous does not take 

place in the form of live classes but rather on platforms such as forums (Dhawan, 2020). The 

synchronous model best serves SALCs as it can provide opportunities for social interaction 

(McBrien et al., 2009). 

 

Kyushu University SALC 

Kyushu University’s SALC aims to support students looking to improve their English 

language skills outside of a formal classroom setting. The center offers English conversation 

practice, one-to-one support for English proficiency tests, and study abroad consultation. 

Although not always a core part of the daily schedule, the SALC also hosts educationally 

stimulating games, lectures by visiting speakers, workshops, and events that provide users the 

chance to study other languages, such as Chinese and Korean. The facilities are also home to 

a library that stocks a range of language-related study resources.  
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The center is supported by a director and advisor who are both faculty members in 

Kikan Education. The onsite staff, all permanently based inside the center, include two 

managerial staff members, responsible for looking after the day to day running of the facility, 

and one staff member from the study abroad office, who provides information about 

opportunities for students to develop their language skills outside of Japan. A team of 13 to 

15 TAs are charged with providing language learning support for users. The open plan layout  

includes office space for the three onsite staff members, an area that TAs use to provide 

language support, seating for self-study, and a small library. 

 

Moving SALC Services Online: Spring 2020 

In April 2020, Kyushu University started teaching the majority of classes online in 

order to reduce the risk of COVID-19 spreading on campus. In keeping with university 

guidelines, the SALC facilities were closed. However, the center started offering a range of 

remote services. Efforts were made to recreate the atmosphere of the physical space online by 

establishing easily accessible web-based services that facilitated a relaxed, learner friendly 

environment. The SALC team made use of Zoom, a cloud-based video conferencing service, 

to ensure that as many activities as possible would remain available to users. The SALC 

purchased eleven paid Zoom accounts to facilitate the transition to a hybrid operating system 

wherever it was feasible, while temporarily suspending activities that did not translate well 

into an online format, such as board games and interactive quiz sessions. 

When full, unrestricted on-campus services are available to students, Kyushu 

University’s SALC offers free drop-in English conversation sessions for students during the 

facility’s opening hours (11:00–19:00). SALC TAs are in charge of facilitating linguistically 

stimulating conversations for participants. This was a core activity that the managerial staff 

wanted to create online as it is the most popular service with users. To recreate a somewhat 

similar service, two-hour Zoom sessions were set up throughout the day (11:00–13:00, 

13:00–15:00, 15:00–17:00, 17:00–19:00). The TAs took charge of each time slot and were 

tasked with admitting students who wished to participate. The TAs were then responsible for 

leading conversations with anybody who joined their sessions, keeping track of the number of 

users, and sending this information through to management at the end of a shift. The URL 

links and passwords to each Zoom video conferencing session were posted on the SALC’s 

Moodle page to ensure safety. 
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Response to Kyushu University Increasing Onsite Activities: Spring 2021 

As the number of reported COVID-19 cases in the region began to decline at the start 

of 2021, various faculties throughout the university began looking into the possibility of 

holding more face-to-face classes in the coming academic year. Kikan Education followed 

suit by announcing plans to offer in-person undergraduate classes for the 2021 

Spring/Summer semester. To prepare for the possibility of the facilities re-opening, onsite 

staff began discussing a range of safety measures with the SALC director and advisor, and 

individuals from a relevant university-based support office. The onsite staff brainstormed 

ideas to promote safe practices among students, such as the use of face masks and hand 

sanitizer. All those involved in the decision-making process referred to government 

guidelines that encouraged people to avoid areas with poor ventilation, large crowds, and 

densely congested groups. Efforts were also made to stay up to date with university-wide 

protocol that allowed different groups of students and staff to use on-campus facilities 

depending on the number of regional COVID-19 cases. Key topics that were discussed 

included methods to ensure that only a limited number of students would use the facilities at 

any one time and guidelines for cleaning the space.  

Although SALC managerial staff were keen to fully re-open the on-site facilities, 

there remained a concern that running all services onsite could entail health risks. The SALC 

at Kyushu University usually welcomes a monthly cumulative total of daily users that well 

surpasses the 1,000 figure at the beginning of the academic year. In April and May, the center 

can get very crowded as the floor space is limited and students often use the onsite services 

for multiple hours at a time. This environment usually results in full time staff and TAs 

spending extended periods of time in close proximity with large numbers of students. 

To abate these concerns, the SALC onsite staff agreed with supporting faculty 

members that conversation sessions supervised by TAs, which form a central pillar of the 

center’s services, should remain online. The TAs were familiar with how to manage online 

sessions given that all the SALC services had been taking place on a virtual platform 

throughout the previous year. Therefore, the TAs could continue offering online language 

support without the need for extra training. 

To ensure that the center was operating in line with the faculty’s policy to increase the 

number of face-to-face classes for undergraduate courses, the decision was made to re-open 

the onsite facilities; however, temporarily the facilities would function as a library and self-

study space open to a limited number of students for set blocks of time. While the onsite-



 An Onsite-Online Approach to Operating SALCs 

JASAL Journal Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2021   
 

47 

online system was in operation, one of the managerial staff members would need to be based 

inside the center to provide onsite support. It was felt that this hybrid approach responded 

well to the needs of the students and position of the faculty by providing some in-person 

learning support without sacrificing the safety of the TA team. 

 

Implementation of the Onsite-Online Hybrid Approach Onsite 

Attention quickly turned to implementing actionable measures that would ensure face-

to-face services could take place on campus in a safe manner while also operating online 

activities. Before re-opening the center in a limited capacity to users, the SALC onsite staff 

ordered a range of cleaning materials and various pieces of equipment that would help ensure 

a safe learning environment. The cleaning items included disinfectant sprays and an ample 

supply of multi-surface cleaning wipes. The larger scale items that the staff purchased 

included various transparent plastic partitions, a facial recognition thermometer terminal, an 

automatic hand sanitizer dispenser, and an air purifier. 

Once these items were delivered, the SALC onsite staff made some significant 

changes to the layout of the center. The electronic thermometer and hand sanitizer were set 

up at the entrance so that visitors could take their temperature and clean their hands upon 

arrival. A large plastic screen was placed on top of the reception desk, and the area where 

permanent staff worked was cordoned off using a retractable standing partition to help ensure 

fewer face-to-face interactions. 

Before the pandemic, the SALC onsite staff were in charge of issuing and discharging 

library books. However, it was decided that it would be best to establish a self-service 

terminal given the circumstances. The staff moved the desktop computer used for library 

transactions to the front desk, created posters to explain how the system worked, and 

prepared drop-off boxes for returned books. In a study by Chin et al. (2020), the COVID-19 

virus was found to persist in an infectious state for no more than three hours on printed paper. 

However, that same study found that the virus can survive for days on other paper surfaces, 

such as banknotes. Erring on the side of caution, staff decided that returned books would be 

left in the box over the weekend, cleaned at the start of the following week, and then re-

shelved. 

The SALC management team decided that up to five students could use the center at 

set times for safety reasons, and because it was a manageable number. Some seating areas 

were sectioned off using tape to stop students from sitting beside each other. Small plastic 
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dividers were set up on top of the available work desks to prevent students from interacting 

with each other. The time blocks when students could use the center roughly corresponded to 

class periods. Thirty-minute time blocks were set in between each slot so that onsite staff 

could clean the worktops before the next round of students entered. Due to the number of 

staff members available, the facilities would close at 18:00, while the online service would 

remain open until 19:00. 

To use the facilities, students would have to pick up entry cards, which were to be 

kept in a standing display at the reception desk. The cards were to be stored in clear plastic 

pockets arranged in a square-shaped grid (see Figure 1). The vertical axis corresponded to the 

day of the week and the horizontal to the time period. There were five sets of cards for each 

time slot on every day of the coming week (excluding weekends). If a student wanted to use 

the facilities, they would need to locate their desired timeslot on the grid and pick up the 

relevant card. They would then have to show the card to the onsite staff when they used the 

center and drop it off in a box at the reception desk. 

Figure 1   
Standing Display with Timeslot Entry Cards 

 
The SALC management and supporting faculty members decided that students would 

only be able to reserve one time slot per day and only on a day within the coming week to 

ensure that all users get a chance to utilize the facilities. The decision was also made to allow 

students to visit and borrow a book or to speak to a staff member while the hybrid system was 

in effect; however, these interactions were to take place while enforcing social distancing 

measures. 

 

Online 
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The SALC managerial staff agreed with supporting faculty members that group 

conversation sessions, one-to-one support, language learning assistance, and educationally 

stimulating games would continue to take place virtually at the start of the 2021 academic 

year. During the previous year, the SALC online system welcomed users based far away from 

campus, some staying in other cities in Japan, and in a few cases students studying abroad. 

The level of inclusivity that the platform provided users made the decision to continue 

offering online support more straightforward. 

As the procedures for operating these web-based services were already in place, 

management would need to maintain the system established the previous year. This meant 

that managerial staff would have to continue preparing Zoom sessions for conversation 

practice, post the links for each meeting on a secure site, create a schedule for TAs online 

work, take reservations for one-to-one appointments, and promote activities online. 

Throughout 2020, the SALC managerial staff monitored the online Zoom sessions 

that TAs were leading in order to verify that they were engaging with participants. This 

involved observing sessions and occasionally joining a discussion for a brief period. The 

logistics of monitoring the internet-based services would need to slightly change in April 

2021 as at least one of the two managerial staff members would need to be on campus to 

support users visiting the facilities. Staff felt that having one managerial staff member based 

at the campus would be enough to provide the requisite level of assistance to visitors given 

that there was a limited number of onsite services available. The other staff member could 

then operate remotely, assume greater responsibility for monitoring the online Zoom 

sessions, support with one-to-one reservations if needed, reply to inquiries via email, and take 

the lead with other tasks that could be performed remotely. This division of responsibilities 

would also help reduce contact between onsite staff. The center had been operating online 

throughout the previous year, so management were already accustomed to maintaining 

regular contact through scheduled Zoom meetings and emails. 

The SALC managerial staff decided that they would alternate who was based on 

campus and who operated remotely to ensure that the workload was evenly distributed 

between the team. At the time that these plans were being formulated, many faculties within 

Kyushu University gave employees permission to conduct their work at home. This made it 

possible for the SALC to pursue a staff rotation policy. 

 

Conclusion: Evaluating the Hybrid System 
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Due to the onsite restrictions and personnel changes, the SALC only started operating 

the hybrid approach from the middle of April. Then, an increase in the number of COVID-19 

patients in the region meant that the SALC facilities needed to close in mid-May and the 

center had to start operating completely online again. Although the hybrid approach was only 

in place for a limited time, it proved manageable for staff. The system also served as a 

valuable trial run as the center had to return to an onsite-online system later in the 

Spring/Summer semester when the number of recorded COVID-19 cases dropped. The 

experiences at the start of the 2021 academic year made the transition back to a hybrid 

approach easier for staff to manage. 

When the SALC management observed online Zoom sessions, they noticed a sense of 

excitement amongst TAs and students when the topic of the onsite facilities’ re-opening was 

discussed, even if initially just in a limited capacity. This suggests that the perceived 

importance of physical location discussed by Freimuth et al. (2021) extends to staff and users. 

However, the managerial staff did observe advantages in offering online services, specifically 

at a time when face-to-face learning could have meant increased exposure to a contagious 

virus for both TAs and students. The process of developing alternatives to in-person learning 

gave management the chance to develop the facility’s online presence. As mentioned earlier 

in this report, the remote learning platform also has time-saving benefits, especially for users 

based in locations far away from the university. 

Maintaining a hybrid system can have value even when full face-to-face activities 

return post COVID-19. Even outside of the pandemic, students are not likely to access 

SALC’s physical location unless they have another reason to be on the campus where the 

center is located. This can be a challenge for universities that are spread across different 

campuses but only have one SALC. For such institutions, a supplementary online service 

could be a valuable resource for students. Kyushu University’s SALC experiences at the 

beginning of the 2021 Spring/Summer semester suggests that maintaining onsite and online 

services could be viable given the right resources. Although the uncertainty surrounding 

protocol regarding face-to-face interactions presented difficulties in fully analyzing the newly 

established hybrid system across a longer period of time, our conclusions could serve as a 

platform for future studies into onsite-online approaches to operating SALCs. 
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