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Abstract 
 
In this article, I summarize some of the features of self-access language learning (SALL) in 
Japan and provide an overview of some current and emerging areas of interest. I begin with a 
summary of the kinds of SALL facilities that exist in Japan, drawing on a typology of self-
access centers. I then provide a thematic analysis of journal articles and conference 
presentations related to SALL in Japan over the past three years to highlight areas in the field 
that have been receiving the most attention recently. I describe some of the key areas of 
current research and practice that pave the way for further developments for self-access in 
Japan. 
 
本稿では、日本における自律性を重視する言語学習 （self-access language learning; 
SALL）の特徴をまとめ、現在注目されている領域と新たに関心が高まっている領域

について概要を述べる。まず、セルフアクセスセンターの類型に基づいて、日本に

ある SALL 施設の形態をまとめる。次に、過去 3 年間の日本での SALL に関する学

術論文および学会発表の主題分析を行い、この分野で近年最も注目されている領域

を明らかにする。そして、日本でのセルフアクセスのさらなる発展に向けた道を開

く鍵となる、最近の研究・実践分野について述べる。 
 
Keywords: self-access, Japan, typology, current trends 
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A self-access learning center (SALC) is a supportive environment dedicated to the 

promotion of language learner autonomy and language use. The field of self-access language 

learning (SALL) has been blossoming in Japan recently, and spaces look somewhat different 

to how they did in the 1990s when they first began to appear. Although late to join the 

worldwide trend (Mynard, 2019b), SALL in Japan has demonstrated an impressive level of 

innovation and productivity in recent years (Mynard, 2019a). In this paper, I briefly 

summarize some of the features of SALL in Japan, synthesize the SALL literature in Japan to 

highlight trends, and share some key areas of current and emerging research and practice.  

 

SALL in Japan 

Until relatively recently, approaches to education in Japan treated foreign language 

study as a content area to be learned rather than a communication skill to be mastered 

(Loveday, 1996). In fact, grammar-translation methods are still known to be used in some 

places. In addition, although communicative approaches to language teaching were mandated 

by the Japanese government in the 1990s, not all teachers in schools have adopted such 

approaches (Otani, 2013). There is also still the widespread belief that learning only takes 

place in a classroom when a teacher is present, and, in general, support for out-of-class 

learning in Japanese educational institutions is limited when compared with other countries 

(Yamada, 2014). Due to these beliefs and practices, investment in SALL initially lagged 

behind other countries. However, in recent years, Japan could be seen to be a global leader in 

terms of research and innovation (Mynard, 2019a, 2019b).  

A SALC should be an inclusive and autonomy-supportive space which contains 

services and facilities catering for diverse language learners. A SALC is expected to have 

some or all of the following: Dedicated spaces and facilities for different kinds of language 

learning activities, different kinds of language materials and resources at different levels to 

suit learners with a range of goals, proficiency levels, and interests (e.g., graded readers, 

books, websites, authentic texts), opportunities for learners to use the target language(s) with 

staff or other students, and support from specialist staff on language and the learning process. 

As I mention elsewhere (Mynard, 2019a), three types of SALCs exist in Japan. Type 1 is a 

“social-supportive SALC,” which is a purpose-built specialist center dedicated to developing 

language learner autonomy, that is, promoting awareness and control of one’s language 

learning processes and practices through reflection (Dam et al., 1990). A Type 1 SALC 

invests in developing effective learning systems and communities by hiring specialized staff 

and conducting research. Although, as of the time of writing, out of around 8000 universities 
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in Japan, only 58 SALCs were registered with the Japan Association for Self-Access 

Learning (JASAL) Language Learning Spaces Registry (https://jasalorg.com/lls-registry), 

many of them were Type 1 SALCs established after 2008. Type 1 SALCs exist due to 

institutional recognition that autonomous language learning needs to be supported and 

developed. 

A Type 2, or “developing SALC,” is often a precursor to a Type 1 facility, usually 

operated casually by volunteers without much institutional recognition or funding. Although 

these SALCs have a limited scope and scale, they can be important centers of innovation and 

autonomy promotion, particularly if students are involved in running the spaces. Type 2 

SALCs exist because of strong beliefs about the importance of supporting learner autonomy 

by dedicated staff. The institutions often need to be convinced of the affordances before they 

invest further, but an interest in developing practical English skills (MEXT, 2014) or the 

competition to attract more students may form part of the rationale to upgrade the SALC to a 

Type 1 facility.  

A Type 3 SALC, or “administrative center,” may look like a SALC at first glance, but 

it does not fully support students or promote language learner autonomy. In particular, a Type 

3 SALC often lacks support for the development of language and language learner autonomy 

in the form of staffing. There may be some resources and facilities available, but the 

underlying purpose of the facility may be promotional (i.e., to attract incoming students) 

more than pedagogical.  

 

Some Recent Focus Areas of SALL in Japan 

Regardless of the origins or purpose for establishing SALCs, the relatively recent 

interest has led to many examples of dedicated research and practical applications, as can be 

seen in the active work of JASAL and its regular conferences and related publications. In 

order to review which themes have been prominent in SALL in Japan recently, I conducted a 

qualitative thematic analysis of papers published and presented over the past three years. The 

data included journals and events associated with JASAL, papers published in SiSAL Journal 

and Relay Journal, and presentations at an online event dedicated to self-access hosted by the 

Research Institute for Learner Autonomy Education1. Table 1 shows a summary of the 

sources I included in the data between 2020 and 2022 (inclusive). I included all papers and 

presentations (research, practice, and theory) related to SALL by Japan-based scholars and 

practitioners, either in Japanese or English. To avoid too much potential repetition, I did not 

include any reviews or editorials/introductions in the data. There are certainly cases where 
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scholars gave a presentation at a conference and subsequently published a related paper. 

However, as it is not always easy to discern these cases just by reading the abstracts, I did not 

attempt to remove them. In fact, I believe it presents a fuller picture of the field to include all 

of these cases. This synthesis was not an exhaustive search and analysis, but it provided a 

snapshot of current interest in SALL in Japan. 

 

Table 1 

Sources Included in Thematic Analysis Data (2020–2022, Inclusive) 

 

Sources Count 

Papers published in JASAL Journal 28 

Papers published in Relay Journal 18 

Papers published in SiSAL Journal  25 

Presentations at a JASAL forum or panel session 6 

Presentations at JASAL forums at JALT 7 

Presentations at JASAL national annual conferences  78 

Presentations at RILAE Lab Session 8 

Total 170 

 

 I conducted an inductive thematic analysis of the 170 items (following Braun & 

Clark, 2006), allocating one code that best encompassed the theme of the entire paper or 

presentation. This process involved three cycles: (1) collating the data (titles and abstracts of 

the papers and presentations) and manually assigning tentative codes, (2) re-reading the data, 

rephrasing, combining, or expanding the codes, (3) finalizing the codes, re-coding where 

necessary, and making summary tables. This brief thematic analysis was sufficient as it was 

only intended to provide some supporting data that I could draw on rather than just relying on 

my own observations of the field. In the future, I recommend a more thorough synthesis of 

the field of SALL incorporating a longer time span, additional sources, more researchers, and 

a more complex data analysis based on research questions in order to achieve greater insights 

(e.g., see Chong and Plonsky’s (2021) methodological framework for conducting qualitative 

research synthesis in TESOL and applied linguistics). A summary of my thematic analysis is 

shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2 

Themes From Self-Access Journals and Conferences in Japan, 2020–2022 (Inclusive) 

 

Themes Count 

1. Advising 22 

2. Description or evolution of a SALC 16 

3. Technology use 15 

4. Professional development 11 

Learning communities 11 

Self-directed learning 11 

5. Social processes 9 

6. Activities and events 7 

Translanguaging, multilingualism, and language policy 7 

7. Diversity and inclusion 6 

Emotions and psychological processes 6 

Space design 6 

8. Language practice 5 

Peer support 5 

Self-regulation and strategies 5 

Teletandem 5 

Theoretical and conceptual ideas 5 

9. Academic and language skills 4 

Awareness raising of SALCs 4 

Classroom-based training 4 

10. Materials  3 

Student staff 3 

Total 170 

 

The most frequent themes in SALL scholarship in Japan, according to my inductive 

analysis of the 170 coded items over three years, are advising (22 items), descriptions of 

SALCs (16 items), technology use (15 items), professional development, learning 

communities and self-directed learning (each with 11 items), and social processes (9 items). 

In the next section, I will explore these themes as they relate to the Japanese context. I have 
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deliberately omitted “descriptions of SALCs” as these papers and presentations tended to 

include ideas specific to one context rather than general trends.  

 

Current Prominent SALL Themes Within a Complex Dynamic System 

In a recent project, my colleagues and I set some groundwork for considering some 

future directions for SALL (Mynard et al., 2022). We examined the wider literature that had 

the potential to influence the field. The first area of interest we explored was complex 

dynamic systems theory (Larsen-Freeman, 2017). SALCs are complex and dynamic learning 

environments where people (with different learning needs, interests, and goals) come together 

to learn languages (Murray, 2018). As can be seen from the range of themes listed in Table 2, 

various factors are involved in providing SALL opportunities. Dedicated professionals 

working in the field of SALL are striving to create conditions within a complex dynamic 

system of a SALC for learners to thrive, as I will show in the following sections.  

Advising in Language Learning and Advisor Professional Development 

Advising in language learning (ALL) is defined as the one-to-one transformative 

dialogues that promote learner autonomy by helping learners to reflect deeply on their 

language learning processes (Carson & Mynard, 2012; Kato & Mynard, 2016; Mozzon-

McPherson & Tassinari, 2020; Mynard & Kato, 2022). ALL draws on humanistic counselling 

(Mozzon-McPherson, 2012) and is a vital part of SALL in general, and in Japan, it has 

several important benefits for learners. Firstly, in schools, learners are not typically given the 

opportunity to make decisions about learning or reflect on the language learning process by 

considering how they learn best based on their goals, personalities, interests, experiences, and 

other individual differences. ALL provides learners with valuable opportunities to consider 

their particular language learning path, and an advisor helps them to reflect deeply and arrive 

at important realizations while working at their own pace. Advising is ideally placed to focus 

on an individual’s psychological processes and unique and often complex and dynamic 

relationship with language learning (Castro, 2019). Out of 170 papers and presentations 

included in my qualitative analysis (Table 2), the highest number (22) was on the theme of 

advising, indicating a high current level of interest in Japan. Some recently published studies 

on advising show how it supports learners in developing language proficiency, awareness of 

the learning process, and holistic well-being (e.g., Rutson-Griffiths & Porter, 2016; Shelton-

Strong, 2022a, 2022b; Vye, 2021; Yasuda, 2018) make this a promising area for continued 

research in a relatively untapped area.  
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As the role of the learning advisor has become more commonplace in SALCs in 

Japan, training, mentoring, and professional development networks have also emerged. Table 

2 shows that 11 items were coded as professional development in SALL, and six of those 

were specifically related to advisor education. Language educators who have undertaken 

courses in developing advising skills have noted how they themselves have developed a 

deeper awareness of their practices in addition to helping their learners (Ashton, 2021; 

Brown, 2021; Cardiff, 2021; Hooper, 2020b; Mynard & Kato, 2022; Sampson, 2020; 

Walters, 2021). Developing skills in reflective listening in order to promote autonomy in 

learners has inspired an increased interest in positive psychology and well-being not only for 

learners but also for educators (Karaslaan, 2019). In her research into mentoring dialogues 

among learning advisors in Japan, Kato (2022) noted the reciprocal benefits and mutual 

support between learning advisor mentors and mentees. By developing advising skills to use 

with learners, learning advisors have simultaneously developed a deeper self-awareness and 

the tools needed to support colleagues through reflective dialogue (Güven Yalçın, 2018; 

Karaslaan, 2019; Mynard & Kato, 2022). 

Social Processes 

Although ALL provides learners with an individualized approach to learning, social 

processes are also vitally important (Murray & Fujishima, 2013, 2016; Murray et al., 2014; 

Mynard, 2016). Most SALCs in Japan provide some kind of “lounge” or other provision for 

language practice as there are so few opportunities within Japan (although, of course, plenty 

of opportunities now exist online). Whereas the original purpose of providing a conversation 

space was modest, it evolved into a movement toward SALCs becoming social learning 

communities. Research in Saitama (Hughes et al., 2011) and ethnographic case studies at 

Okayama University (Murray & Fujishima, 2013, 2016; Murray et al., 2014) have shown that 

one of the most important reasons that students came to the SALC was to make friends.  

From a community of practice perspective, that is, “groups of people who share a 

concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 1), social spaces and events within 

SALCs provide opportunities for community membership. Many Japanese learners may be 

reticent to talk to people outside their close group of acquaintances due to cultural reasons or 

shyness, and events within a SALC provide a way for Japanese students to feel they can 

appropriately enter a community (Croker & Ashurova, 2012; Gillies, 2010; Hughes et al., 

2011; Murray & Fujishima, 2013, 2016; Murray et al., 2014; Mynard et al., 2020). As the 

analysis summarized in Table 2 shows, “social processes” (nine cases) and “activities and 
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events” that are likely to promote social processes (seven cases) feature prominently in the 

recent SALL literature and interest is likely to continue.  

Student-Led Social Learning Communities 

Researching and nurturing student communities in SALCs is another developing area 

of interest in Japan, as shown in Table 2 (11 cases). Watkins (2021, 2022) noted that interest-

based learner-led learning communities not only have the benefit of providing language 

practice opportunities for learners, but members themselves create a collaborative and 

supportive environment and develop leadership skills by doing so. Furthermore, Watkins’ 

research shows how the community members circumvent the hierarchies that exist in many 

Japanese educational and other institutions where senior members/employees or elders direct 

junior members. Instead, the learning communities she studied created opportunities for more 

egalitarian and mutual learning from each other.  

Although SALC professionals have an important role in providing opportunities and 

support enabling the communities to form, students seem to benefit more if the groups are 

completely student-run. In examples shared by Watkins (2021, 2022) and Hooper (2020a), 

the groups formed organically, and their compositions changed or the groups even disbanded 

as students graduated or became busy with exams and job hunting. However, in some cases, 

the students worked hard to maintain the group’s longevity and accessibility to new members.  

Technology and Use of Space in SALCs in Japan 

The beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic was an interesting phase in the history of 

SALCs as many SALCs switched their services completely online. Until this sudden shift, 

SALCs were notably analog, with students largely ignoring online learning options 

(Castellano et al., 2011). In fact, as Ristea (2022) noted, many organizations in Japan—not 

just SALCs—struggled to switch their operations online due to low technology use in general 

(Low-tech Japan challenged in working from home amid pandemic, 2020) and low 

technology skills among Japanese people aged 16 to 19 (Cote & Milliner, 2016).  

However, 2020 was a period of great innovation as events, orientations, learning 

community meetings, and one-to-one advising and tutoring sessions switched online (Davies 

et al., 2020; Horai, 2022; Yamamoto et al., 2021). In addition, SALCs made greater efforts to 

develop their web resources (e.g., Kelly et al., 2020). Since the pandemic, SALCs have 

continued to offer online services in addition to in-person options. Events have increasingly 

become hybrid (e.g., see Hayashi et al., 2021) in order to attract participants who might find 

them more convenient or more accessible, and learners seem more likely to utilize technology 

for learning than before.  
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Self-Directed Learning 

Self-directed learning (Hiemstra, 1994) is the way in which learners systematically 

take charge of their own learning. For example, in the case of language learning, it might 

involve setting goals or language targets, creating a plan of work which involves not only 

studying language features but also using the language, choosing resources and strategies, 

implementing the plan, and evaluating linguistic outcomes. Self-directed learning skills might 

be explicitly taught and implemented in a classroom setting, but they could also be taught in a 

stand-alone course in a SALC. Alternatively, teachers and learning advisors can help students 

develop the knowledge they need in advising sessions and workshops or by making 

pamphlets, worksheets, or posters available. There were 11 counts of self-directed learning in 

the summary (Table 2), and interest remains strong due to decades of successful 

implementation worldwide (Benson, 2011). In addition, promoting self-directed learning is a 

practical way that teachers can support learners in bridging the gap between in-class and 

outside-class (e.g., SALC-based) learning (e.g., Raluy & Mislang, 2022). Innovation in this 

field is likely to continue by drawing on the use of technology to support cognitive, 

metacognitive, affective, and social processes (e.g., Lai et al., 2022) and by drawing on 

interest-based digital resources (e.g., Shintaku, 2022). 

 

Emergent Areas of Interest in SALL 

 In this section, I will briefly mention some other SALL interest areas that are 

emerging. These are based on my own observations and recent discussions with colleagues, 

but they also feature in the summary in Table 2. 

Translanguaging and Multilingualism 

In Japan, many SALCs were originally established to promote English, and their 

design and services reflect this. However, SALCs can play an important role in taking the 

more holistic view of translanguaging, which is how multilingual speakers draw on all their 

available linguistic resources when communicating (García & Wei, 2014). Some work has 

already been done in this area, as shown in Table 2 (seven cases). The rise of student-led 

groups has resulted in multiple languages being used for effective communication (Imamura 

& Wongsarnpigoon, 2020). This is an interesting development where SALCs originally 

designated for using only one target language, such as “English-only lounges,” have evolved 

to accommodate translanguaging and the development of plurilingualism.  
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Diversity and Inclusion 

Referring again to the work my colleagues and I did examining the wider literature 

(Mynard et al., 2022), we also considered social justice and inclusive education in attempts to 

overcome injustices in identity and culture, gender bias, racism, and classism, and to consider 

the needs of an increasingly diverse population of learners. Examining these fields can help 

us to appreciate how SALCs might accommodate diversity in socioeconomic status, sexual 

orientation, first language, and cognitive and physical abilities and value all members’ 

knowledge, opinions, and backgrounds. Indeed, work in this direction has already begun, and 

the theme of the 2022 JASAL national conference and forthcoming journal issue is “inclusion 

and accessibility.” “Diversity and inclusion” also features in the summary in Table 2 (six 

cases). 

Emotions and Psychological Processes 

The role of psychological processes is a growing area of interest in applied linguistics 

in general (Larsen-Freeman, 2019), and SALL is also increasingly drawing on psychology for 

insights into supporting learners, for example, the role of emotions in the advising and 

learning process (Tassinari, 2016). In addition, self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 

2000) has been a useful framework for showing how learning opportunities in a SALC can 

help students to grow and thrive as human beings (Mynard, 2022; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 

2022) or overcome a fear of visiting a SALC (Thornton, 2020). There are six cases of 

“emotions and psychological processes” in the summary in Table 2. 

SALC Space Design 

Finally, the emergent themes summarized in Table 2 show that SALL professionals 

are interested in space design (six cases). Mynard et al. (2022) looked at two frameworks for 

examining the learning environment: Umwelt, or the ways different individuals see an 

environment (Chang, 2009), and linguistic landscapes (Pennycook, 2018), that is, signage and 

language evident in an environment and how these influence students’ perceptions of a space. 

The ways in which space in SALCs is being utilized for different kinds of learning is also 

evolving. Traditionally, “noisy” spaces such as speaking lounges were allocated for group 

work activities, and “quiet” spaces were provided for individual study. However, with the rise 

of online classes, on-demand materials, and online text communication, the ways in which 

students use SALCs are changing. In addition, physical SALCs are becoming increasingly 

multimodal (e.g., Taylor & Nagao, 2022). SALC spaces need to be reexamined to see 

whether they still provide adequate conditions for the kinds of activities that students choose 

to do.  
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Conclusion 

In this article, I have given an overview of SALL in Japan by sharing a typology and 

by discussing several current and emerging areas of interest. What seems clear is that 

although Japan embraced SALL later than other regions of the world, the country has 

certainly caught up and has emerged as a leader in the field. This summary has highlighted 

the multifaceted and complex world of SALL in Japan and has referenced many examples of 

innovation, research, and good practice. These achievements have been made possible due to 

institutional recognition of the importance of SALL, the ongoing efforts of well-informed 

educators, and the commitment of JASAL as an organization. There is clear interest in 

supporting learners through advising and good teaching practices and by making SALCs 

lively, inclusive, and supportive social spaces. Some of the SALL areas that do not currently 

feature so prominently in the literature such as teletandem, peer support, and linguistic 

development are nevertheless important areas of practice. I predict that these will be areas for 

fruitful research in the coming years. 

 

Notes 
1 The 6th LAb session held in June 2021. https://kuis.kandagaigo.ac.jp/rilae/lab-

sessions/LAb6 
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