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We are delighted to present this special issue on international perspectives on language 
spaces, a collaborative project between JASAL and the International Association for 
Language Learning Technology (IALLT).  
 
The formal collaboration between JASAL and IALLT began in 2021, with the signing of a 
memorandum of understanding between the two organizations. JASAL and IALLT became 
sister organizations with the goal of sharing information and promoting the counterpart’s 
events. Indeed, the 2021 IALLT conference and 2021 JASAL conference sparked the idea for 
this collaborative special issue of the JASAL Journal, co-edited with IALLT. Both 
conferences were held fully online, and both sides made great efforts to accommodate 
participation from its sister organization, including consideration of the time zones and 
hosting social events to welcome members of the other organization. This special issue was 
proposed as a way to maintain momentum and encourage further exchange between the 
organizations. 
 
As Lavolette (2019) pointed out, US language centers (LCs) and Japanese self-access 
learning centers (SALCs) have much in common. Both offer spaces for language learners and 
teachers on their campuses. In parallel fashion, JASAL brings together scholars and 
practitioners from SALCs, and IALLT brings together scholars and practitioners from US 
language spaces. This special issue seeks to illustrate perspectives from both organizations, 
highlighting what language spaces excel at in their contexts. Contributions to this issue come 
from authors not only in the US and Japan, but also from a binational group of authors in 
Europe. 
 
Despite the similarities between language spaces in Japan, the US, and worldwide, 
differences—no matter how slight—may make the respective bodies of literature difficult for 
nonspecialists to understand. That is, the language and culture of self-access centers is 
unfamiliar to US LC practitioners, and the reverse is also true. Fortunately, language teachers 
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and advisors are a group that is extremely well prepared to overcome such differences. This 
special issue attempts to do so by providing explanations of concepts that may seem 
unnecessary to one side, but we believe will serve as useful introductions to the other side. 
 
Starting with the US context, the concept of advising for language learning (ALL) is 
generally unknown. For that reason, US LC practitioners may need more details about the 
roles of advisors. These advisors are faculty or staff members who conduct advising sessions 
with language learners, typically one-on-one. The learners generally participate in the 
sessions voluntarily and without connection to particular classes. The advisors may be full- or 
part-time, and they may have teaching duties or administrative roles in addition to conducting 
advising sessions. However, in their advising roles, they do not serve as teachers or 
conversation partners. Instead, they conduct reflective dialogue sessions with learners about 
their language learning. The sessions may be conducted in the learner’s first or second 
language, depending on their needs and the advisor’s abilities. Rather than being directive, 
the advisor strives to help the learner reflect on their needs, consider their goals, and reach 
their own conclusions about how to proceed in their language learning (Kato & Mynard, 
2016).  
 
In the first article of this special issue, Mynard provides a useful introduction to self-access 
language learning (SALL) in Japan. After describing different types of SALCs, the article 
offers an overview of current and emerging focus areas of SALL scholarship and practice, 
including, among others, ALL, social processes, self-directed learning, translanguaging and 
multilingualism, diversity and inclusion, and space design. 
 
Readers based in Japan and elsewhere may be familiar with SALCs and language advising, 
but much less familiar with the roles of US language centers and their work with faculty and 
staff in particular. For that reason, in the next article of this issue, Kraemer and Lavolette 
provide a general overview of US LCs, including data on language centers and specific 
examples of three language centers from different institutional contexts. 
 
Following these two introductory articles is a contribution from Marzin, Pemberton, and 
Takada, three novice language learning advisors at the SALC at Kanda University of 
International Studies, in which they reflect on their emotional experiences during their early 
advising practice. Moving from the perspective of the learning advisor to that of peer 
advisors, Moriya analyzes the emotional or lived experiences of Japanese EFL learners who 
participated in peer advisory sessions within the classroom. The article provides practical 
examples of classroom-based peer advising and a unique perspective on the peer advising 
experience through the comments from different perspectives (i.e., advisor, advisee, and 
observer) presented simultaneously.  
 
Fostering language learners’ intercultural sensitivity through a self-access module and US-
Japan telecollaborative exchanges is the focus of Terantino’s contribution. Data revealed 
statistically significant growth in students’ intercultural sensitivity and appreciation for the 
direct contact with target cultural informants and the focus on pop culture. Moving beyond 
the contexts of the US and Japan, Jauregi Ondarra, Christoforou, and Boglou’s article 
describes how the VR social application AltspaceVR served as an immersive self-access 
language learning space in a collaborative online international learning experience between 
language education students in the Netherlands and Cyprus. Their intercultural project aimed 
at increasing the digital and cultural literacy of the students and providing authenticity in the 
setting of practicing a foreign language by stimulating authentic communication. The final 
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contribution, by DiSalvo and Ross, introduces the Language Exchange program at Harvard 
University, a database of over 800 active users from the Harvard community. The authors 
describe what it means to connect language learners for speaking practice in the age of 
increasingly sophisticated artificial intelligence, how such a platform can promote diversity, 
equity, inclusion, and belonging, and best practices for building a sense of community when 
dealing with a heterogeneous group of language learners.   
 
We hope you will find this special issue as stimulating to read as we found the curation 
process. The next step in connecting language spaces around the world begins with you 
exploring these articles.  
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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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Abstract 

This article offers a brief introduction to language centers (LCs) in the US and how they 
differ from and share commonalities with Japanese self-access centers. While LCs vary 
significantly in size and scope across the US, the article highlights commonalities based on 
a decade of LC survey data, collected by JASAL’s American sister organization, the 
International Association for Language Learning Technology (IALLT). Three specific 
examples of US LCs highlight common physical and virtual spaces, stakeholders, and 
services in these centers. The article provides a basis for discovering what language center 
users and administrators in the US and Japan can learn from each other. 
 
本論文は、アメリカ式の言語学センター（LC）を簡単に紹介し、日本のセルフ・
アクセス・センターとの違いや共通点を説明する。JASALのアメリカの姉妹組織
である International Association for Language Learning Technology（IALLT）が収集し
た 10年間の LC調査データに基づき、LCの規模や範囲が全米で大きく異なること
が明らかになった一方で、本論文で共通点を浮き彫りにする。LCの一般的な物理
的・バーチャルなスペース、利害関係者、サービス等を強調するため、アメリカ

の LCの具体例を３つ紹介する。日米のランゲージセンターの利用者・管理者が互
いに何を学ぶことができるかを発見するための根拠を提供する。 
 
Keywords: learning spaces, US language centers, IALLT, self-access 
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Mynard’s article in this special issue summarizes the history of self-access language 

learning and self-access centers in Japan. The goal of the current article is to introduce our 

Japanese colleagues to language centers (LCs) in the US and serve as an impetus for how 

the American experience can inform self-access learning center (SALC) administration in 

Japan. As Mynard pointed out, current key areas in SALC research and practice focus on 

the experience of the learner (i.e., advising, social processes, student-led social learning 

communities, use of technology to support student learning, and self-directed learning). As 

we will show, one of the biggest differences between SALCs and US language centers is 

the latter’s focus on language learners and faculty (e.g., through professional development 

and funding). 

Our perspectives on language spaces are informed by our own experiences living 

and working in different countries. You cannot truly know what is typical about your own 

culture until you step outside it and experience another culture. This is also true of the 

culture of language spaces. Angelika first worked in language spaces in Germany before 

moving to the US, which gave her a new viewpoint on learning spaces. Betsy began to 

understand the peculiarities of US language centers only after moving to Japan and 

experiencing SALCs and other language spaces in the country (e.g., Lavolette & Claflin, 

2021).  

In the following, we offer a brief introduction to LCs in the US, highlighting 

common physical and virtual spaces, stakeholders, and services, and describing three 

specific LCs. The article hopes to provide a basis for discovering what language center 

users and administrators in the US and Japan can learn from each other. 

 

What is a Typical US Language Center? 

Lavolette and Kraemer (2017) defined a language center as “a physical and/or 

virtual space that supports foreign and/or second language learning and/or teaching within a 

larger educational institution” (p. 149). The definition can be broken down into three 

components: space, language learning, and teaching support, and belonging to a larger 

educational institution. To elaborate on these components, we refer to the results of surveys 

conducted by the International Association for Language Learning Technology (IALLT), 

JASAL’s American sister organization that has surveyed language centers and associated 

educators since the 1970s. 
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Space 
First, a LC is a space, whether that space is physical, virtual, or both. In practice, 

purely virtual LCs did not exist as of 2017 (Lavolette, 2018). Rather, LCs had physical 

spaces that were supported by virtual spaces.  

According to the results of the 2017 IALLT Survey (Lavolette & Kraemer, 2017), 

some LCs consisted of a single room, which was typically a computer lab, lounge, or 

classroom. At the other end of the spectrum, one director described a LC that had 25 rooms, 

including smart classrooms, general and specialized labs, staff offices, and recording 

studios. The data showed that nearly half of LCs (25 of 53 responses) provided virtual 

spaces, although no further details were available about these virtual spaces. In 2019, the 

number of LCs that offered virtual spaces declined slightly (21 of 53 respondents; Kraemer 

& Ledgerwood, 2019). 

While the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic prompted many LCs to move 

services online, anecdotal evidence suggests that most, if not all, LCs still provide physical 

spaces in 2022.  

Language Learning and Teaching Support  

 The language learning and teaching components of the LC definition point to the 

intended users, with “learning support” generally intended for students and “teaching 

support” generally intended for faculty and graduate students. Results of the 2021 IALLT 

Survey (Kraemer & Cotter, 2021) showed that most LCs served a combination of students, 

faculty, (non-teaching) staff, and the larger community, with nearly all LCs serving students 

(54/56) and most also serving faculty (50/56); as noted above, this is a significant 

difference between SALCs and US LCs. About two-thirds of LCs served staff (38/56), and 

about 23% also served the community (13/56). 

This indicates that most US-style LCs support both learning and teaching, with 

teaching support generally including professional development for faculty. 

Belonging to an Educational Institution 

The last component of the language center definition, membership in a larger 

institution, was included to avoid classifying independent language schools (such as 

English language institutes) as language centers. In many cases, language schools include 

units that fit the definition of a language center, but the school itself is intentionally 

excluded from the definition because they are more akin to language departments than 

language centers. 
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Examples of US LCs 

 Above, we provided details about typical US LCs, based on survey data. To get 

familiar with US LCs, it may also be useful to describe three specific centers and their 

spaces, which serve as representative examples. The following three centers are housed at 

three different types of postsecondary institutions, all of which offer four-year degree 

programs. 

Michigan State University Center for Language Teaching Advancement 

 Angelika is the former executive associate director (2008–2018) of a language 

center at a large public university in the state of Michigan, USA (enrollment roughly 50,000 

undergraduate, graduate, and professional students). The Center for Language Teaching 

Advancement (CeLTA) is housed in the College of Arts & Letters and supports language 

educators, language learners, and the community at large. In 2018, CeLTA’s main office 

suite consisted of a large open social space that also housed the front desk, a storage room, 

five private offices, and a staff kitchen. Across the hallway were two computer labs, each 

with 30 computers on moveable desks, linked by a lab control room between the two 

spaces. A sixth private office for the lab manager, a long-term storage room, and a 

recording studio rounded out the space. The main open space and kitchen were used for 

conversation hours, professional development events, meetings, and classes and events 

offered by CeLTA’s Community Language School, an outreach arm that provided language 

and culture programming to the larger community. CeLTA was open during regular 

business hours (M–F, 9 a.m.–5 p.m.) with Community Language School events taking 

place in the early evenings and on some weekends. These community events included 

weekly language classes for children ages 3–18, weekly adult language classes, monthly 

cultural events for families, and professional development events for language educators of 

children of all ages and university faculty. The center staff consisted of two part-time co-

directors with appointed duties in other departments, six full-time and three part-time 

employees, five graduate assistants, seven student assistants, and three interns. CeLTA was 

also home to an online master’s degree in foreign language teaching, which was led by a 

director, one additional core faculty member, and four affiliated faculty members. CeLTA 

had received various grants from the US government to study language proficiency gains in 

students and to advance the teaching and learning of less commonly taught languages, 

which funded some programmatic positions. 
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To support language learners, the center offered weekly conversation hours in 12–

15 of the almost 30 languages taught at the institution, preparation for proficiency 

assessments, and a graduate certification in college foreign language teaching, among other 

support services. 

Some of the support for language teachers included a weekly professional 

development series, academic-year learning communities, academic-year fellowships for 

language teaching faculty and graduate students, and equipment checkout (e.g., video 

cameras, tripods, and iPads). CeLTA spaces could be reserved by language teachers. 

All programming was advertised on the center website and Facebook page, which were 

updated by various staff members. Other virtual spaces included a blog and associated 

Instagram account, highlighting stories from across the university about the transformative 

power of languages. CeLTA also hosted a weekly radio show about second language 

acquisition. 

Cornell University Language Resource Center 

 Angelika is the current director of a language center at a private Ivy League 

university in the state of New York, USA (enrollment roughly 25,000 undergraduate, 

graduate, and professional students). The Language Resource Center (LRC) is housed in 

the College of Arts & Sciences and supports language educators and learners. The physical 

LRC space consists of an administrative office suite with five offices, a professional 

recording studio, four distance-learning language classrooms, a computer lab, and a multi-

functional learning space. The learning space features a variety of moveable furniture, 

digital display screens, and audio equipment, enabling presentations, group discussions, 

film screenings, and individual work. It is staffed by 8–10 student assistants and is open for 

drop-in from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. on weekdays and 3–6 p.m. on Sundays. Weekly language 

tutoring and conversation hours in over 20 languages take place in this space (some even in 

languages that are not taught at Cornell, stemming from student interest), as does the 

monthly LRC Speaker Series. Student groups and language teachers can reserve the space 

and computer lab for language/culture events. The center staff consists of a director, an 

administrative manager, a media manager, an educational technology specialist, and a 

language learning initiatives coordinator, all of whom are full-time. 

Over 50 languages are offered at the university, some as part of the Shared Course 

Initiative, a collaborative agreement among Cornell, Columbia, and Yale Universities to 
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share instruction in the less commonly taught languages using high-definition 

videoconferencing.  

Other academic programs include one-credit introductory language courses and 

one-credit courses taught in a world language that are attached to a disciplinary course 

(e.g., a course conducted in Spanish that is tied to a government class). Note that compared 

to typical language courses, which range from 3 to 6 credits, these are low-credit, low-

pressure courses that do not count toward the language requirement in the College of Arts 

& Sciences. 

Support for language teachers includes the monthly speaker series, a weekly 

podcast, semester-based learning communities, and academic-year micro-grants for 

effective and innovative projects that enhance language instruction.  

The LRC website is the virtual hub for all programming, and most professional 

development events are live-streamed and recorded for broad access. The website is 

updated regularly by the LRC director. The LRC also maintains an active social media 

presence on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. 

Gettysburg College Language Resource Center 

 Betsy was the director (2014–2018) of a language center at Gettysburg College in 

the state of Pennsylvania, USA. The total student population of this small, private liberal 

arts college was around 2,500, and the Language Resource Center (LRC) was 

proportionately small. Physically, it consisted of one main room with four small adjacent 

rooms, along with a computer classroom that could accommodate around 20 students. The 

main room served multiple roles as a lounge, classroom, and meeting space. The adjacent 

rooms were used as the director’s office, a front desk and storage area, a small library for 

housing books in world languages, and a multilingual game library. Despite the small 

student population, in any given year, the center supported around 50 professors, lecturers, 

teaching assistants, and part-time instructors who taught 9 or 10 languages (depending on 

course offerings that year). It also hired six to eight part-time student workers. 

In addition to the physical space, the LRC also had a virtual presence in the form of 

a space on the official university website, directly managed and edited by the director. The 

website included resources for language learners and teachers, in addition to general 

information about the physical LRC space. The LRC also had a Facebook page, which was 

updated by both the student staff and the director. 
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To support language learners, the main room and its adjacent rooms were open to 

drop-in users from 1–10 p.m. on weekdays and 5–10 p.m. on Sundays, with some variation 

depending on student staff availability. Learners could use LRC resources, such as books, 

computers, iPads, digital display screens, and an audio/video recording space and 

equipment, and they could check out most of the materials as well. Conducting checkouts 

and helping students use equipment was generally the responsibility of the student staff. 

The space hosted student club activities related to language and cultures, including 

extensive reading clubs in various languages. 

To support language teachers, the spaces were available to use as classrooms by 

reservation, with the main room available in the mornings, and the computer classroom 

available at any time. The director also arranged language pedagogy and technology 

workshops, lectures, and book discussion groups, contributed to writing grants (e.g., a 

Fulbright grant to take faculty members to China for a month of language and culture 

study), and provided one-on-one technology and pedagogy support. 

 

Commonalities of US Language Centers 

 As is evident from the previous sections, language centers in the US vary in size and 

scope. However, many LCs share common physical and virtual spaces, stakeholders that 

include students and faculty, and services in support of all LC users and for a broad variety 

of languages.  

LCs are Vibrant Social Spaces 

US language centers have evolved over the past decade from technology-focused 

language laboratories (e.g., Hagen, 2017; Roby, 2003) to flexible social spaces (Lavolette 

& Kraemer, 2021). The heart of the typical US LC is a common, social space where 

language and culture learning and related events take place. This space is often 

supplemented by physical classroom/lab spaces with modern technology and by an online 

presence via a website/social media to increase stakeholder engagement. This development 

toward more social spaces mirrors a similar trend in Japan (see Mynard in this issue). 

Student staff play an important role in daily operations of the typical US LC; these 

paid staff members are caretakers of the main learning space, help support learners in that 

space, and facilitate materials checkout and technology use for all LC users. 
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LCs are for Students and Faculty 

As reported above, most US LCs serve a combination of students, faculty, and staff. 

Lavolette and Kraemer (2021) reported that while students were the intended audience for 

almost half (48%) of LCs in 2019, faculty and students equally were the intended audience 

for 43%. The actual LC users (rather than intended users) were students and faculty equally 

in the same year. In addition, the typical LC provided professional development for 

language teachers. This is a major current difference between US LCs and Japanese 

SALCs. 

To explain why US LCs support both learning and teaching, we posit that they are 

working from the point of view that teaching and learning are intimately linked. Language 

center staff and language teachers have much to share with each other regarding both 

teaching and learning, and learners themselves have much to gain from taking on roles 

more commonly assigned to teachers, such as tutoring and leading conversation hours. 

Language centers, with the collective knowledge of their staff and student and faculty 

stakeholders, are therefore a natural place to support both teaching and learning. 

LCs Support Many Languages 

At most US institutions of higher education, world language education and English 

as a second language (ESL) are housed in and supported by separate units. The typical LC 

provides support for the world languages offered at the institution, but often not ESL (based 

on data from the 2015 IALLT Survey, conducted by Kronenberg & Lavolette). Faculty 

support, broadly speaking, is independent of the language taught; for example, LC 

workshops are usually intended for language teachers in general, rather than only aimed at 

teachers of German or Chinese. Student support services, such as tutoring or conversation 

practice, are tied more closely to curricular offerings. While Spanish remains the most 

studied language in the US in higher education—followed by French, American Sign 

Language (ASL), Japanese, and German (Lusin, 2020)—many LCs offer support for 

languages with smaller enrollments. In 2019, 32% of LCs provided support for languages 

not taught at their institution; these may include indigenous languages, less commonly 

taught languages, or Latin, for example (Kraemer & Ledgerwood, 2019). Two of the 

example LCs above (CeLTA and Cornell LRC) offer extensive support for less commonly 

taught languages. 
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Conclusion 

 In the current article, we have described US language centers and how they differ 

from self-access centers in the Japanese context, but please note that the types of language 

spaces are much more alike than they are different. Therefore, educators in these spaces 

have much to learn from each other. We hope that we have provided a perspective that 

allows readers from the Japanese context to see how US language spaces are different, as 

well as how they are alike, providing a basis for discovering what you can learn from them, 

adapt, and adopt to your own contexts. In turn, we believe that other articles in this special 

issue will provide the opposite perspective, allowing readers from the US context to see the 

unique services that language spaces in Japan have to offer. 
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Abstract 

Studies have reported and acknowledged the important role and impact of affective factors, 
such as confidence and anxiety, in language teaching and learning. Emotional factors are 
among the major topics that emerge during an advising session, where learning advisors (LAs) 
foster advisees’ reflections about themselves and their language learning. However, the 
emotional issues of LAs themselves have not been discussed extensively. Could LAs’ emotions 
influence their effectiveness in supporting advisees? Identifying and acknowledging the 
emotions we experience as advisors may be one of the first steps toward helping advisees more 
effectively deal with their own emotions. Based on this premise, we, novice language learning 
advisors, considered it worthwhile to reflect on our experience during our early advising 
practice. The context of this study is the Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) at Kanda 
University of International Studies, where students have access to learning advising sessions 
as part of the SALC’s services. The main focus of this article is to summarize our reflections 
on our emotional experiences during our first semester of working as learning advisors, with 
common themes that emerged throughout the introspection process. The present reflection aims 
to raise awareness of the LAs’ emotions among the advising community, including colleagues, 
mentors and trainers. We hope our study will prompt other advisors to explore their own 
emotions as they relate to their own advising practice.  

自信や不安などの情意要因は、言語教育および習得に影響を与える重大な要因であ

るということが認められている。言語学習のアドバイジングにおいても、感情に関

する問題は、しばしば話題となるが、アドバイザーたち自身の感情についての議論

はあまりなされていない。アドバイザーの感情が学生をサポートする能力に影響す

る可能性はあるのだろうか。学生たちが彼らの感情に効果的に対処できるよう補助

するためには、まず我々自身が自ら経験する感情を特定し、向き合うことから始め

るべきなのかもしれない。この考えに基づき、筆者たちは、自らの新米アドバイザ

ーとしての経験について内省することに価値があると考える。本稿の背景である神

田外語大学のSelf-Access Learning Center （SALC) では、ラーニングアドバイザ

ーとの一対一の面談の機会が提供されている。筆者たちは、アドバイザーとして勤

める最初の一学期間の経験を振り返り、その中で出てきた主題をまとめる。本稿の

目的は、アドバイザーのいる組織において彼らの感情的要因についての認知を深め

ること、そして、アドバイザーたち自らの感情についての内省を促すことである。 

Keywords: learning advising, learning advisors, professional development, reflective practice, 
emotions 
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In April 2022, we (Emily, Christine, and Sina) started to work as learning advisors 

(LAs) in the Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) at Kanda University of International 

Studies (KUIS). Learning advisors are facilitators who help learners to activate learning 

reflective processes and offer opportunities for transformative learning through dialogue. 

Advising is usually conducted through one-to-one sessions between an advisor and an 

advisee (i.e., the learners we advise) or through an exchange of written comments. While the 

authors come from different professional backgrounds, we all had the opportunity to acquire 

theoretical knowledge and practice in the certification course that the Research Institute for 

Learner Autonomy Education provides. This course offered by KUIS, based on Reflective 

dialogue: Advising in language learning (Kato & Mynard, 2016), included advising 

strategies and tools to help advisees develop self-awareness, including their cognitive and 

emotional states.  

After our first months as LAs and our first experiences with individual advising 

sessions with language learners, we began to discuss how we approached the advising 

dialogue. In those discussions, the most recurrent topic was the emotions we were 

experiencing in our new professional practice. The collective reflection on practice presented 

in the present article results from our new ability to identify and put into words what we are 

experiencing in our advising journey. 

This article first offers a brief overview of the literature on emotions in education, 

including those of teachers and advisors, and the transition and discovery of new identities 

among novice advisors. In the second part of the article, we describe emotions that emerged 

in our advising practice due to certain factors. The final section presents possible extensions 

of this collective reflection. 

 

Emotions in Advising Sessions 

The importance of teachers’ emotions has been explored in depth (Burić et al., 2017; 

Chen, 2019), but less is known about advisors’ emotions. Research into teachers’ emotional 

issues has found that their emotions can affect not only themselves (e.g., self-efficacy) but 

also their students (e.g., school satisfaction; Arens & Morin, 2016; Burić et al., 2020). 

However, emotions experienced in teaching do not necessarily resemble those in learning 

advising contexts, and their impact on the practice may also differ, as the process of 

becoming a learning advisor involves a shift in the perception of oneself and language 

learning. For example, Howard et al. (2019) wrote that a teacher reported her transformation 

into a “more constructive, positive, and intuitive person, both as a teacher and as a learning 
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advisor” (p. 7) after participating in an advisor training course, even though she had been 

frustrated in her teaching context due to the lack of opportunities to address students’ learning 

issues. Arias-Sais et al. (2019) discussed that the experiences that are unique to new learning 

advisors include developing a new identity and coming to recognize language learning as a 

path toward autonomy. The authors described a sense of letting go and beginning to trust the 

learner to take responsibility for their learning. This requires advisors to acknowledge their 

fears and be vulnerable as they uncover their unconscious beliefs and emotions, in turn 

allowing for true openness with the learner. On the other hand, conscious attempts to use 

certain advising skills or techniques during a conversation with a advisee may feel 

uncomfortable or unnatural for advisors in training (Brown, 2021; Yamamoto, 2018). 

Yamamoto (2018) described that becoming a learning advisor is full of discoveries and 

challenges and requires constant reflection on practice and beliefs, which can be an 

overwhelming, complicated, and multifaceted process.  

Reflecting on their practice can help advisors to understand their identities and the 

qualities needed to be successful advisors. In a study conducted by Karaaslan et al. (2019), 

participants of an advisor-training course wrote reflections about one word that represented 

them as advisors at the end of the course, which included gentleness, courage, and 

compassion. Gentleness is needed when interacting with others to allow them to “relax, open 

up, and realize their full potential” (p. 336). Courage is needed to try something new or help 

the learner go down a new path. Compassion allows advisors to empathize with advisees and 

shift to see their perspective so they can feel less alone.  

Advisors also need the support of colleagues as they navigate their professional lives. 

Tassinari (2017) described the importance of sharing “experiences and doubts […] 

enthusiasm and struggle” (p. 227) as an advisor with colleagues at conferences. Advisors may 

feel frustrated by the limited feedback from advisees after a session. They may also feel 

misunderstood or unappreciated by teaching colleagues or their institution’s administration. 

There is, therefore, a need for “all of us to share experiences, offer mutual support, and 

establish networks” (Tassinari, 2017, p. 227). However, little research has been done on the 

emotions of learning advisors.  

Based on this short literature review and the emotions we experienced during our 

early advising practice, we would like to contribute to the discussion and encourage other 

(novice) LAs, trainers, and mentors to further reflect on how emotional issues impact the 

practice of advising. 
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Collective Reflection of Factors That Influence Advisor Emotions  

The emotions described in this section result from a collective effort to reflect on our 

experiences as novice LAs. In an attempt to organize emotions that are intricately 

intertwined, we formulated an A-to-Z list of words that represented our emotional states. 

After each of us individually listed as many emotions as possible, we grouped them into 

common themes. We realized through this collective reflection that we could not discuss our 

emotions without taking into account the factors that influenced them. The influential factors 

that the three of us commonly agreed on include attention, growth, certainty, understanding, 

and energy. We describe below how these factors have affected our emotions and how we 

have attempted to alleviate negative effects. 

Attention  

In an advising session, LAs need to pay close attention to the present moment, 

especially because we cannot always predict the next steps to follow, leading us to sometimes 

improvise the dynamic dialogue with our advisees. We three agree that the sessions we 

enjoyed and felt the most proud of happened when we were able to be attentively and calmly 

receptive to our advisees’ stories with an open mind. We came to realize that advising does 

not simply mean listening to advisees or providing quick answers but facilitating advisees’ 

empowerment and realizations about themselves and their learning process. This objective 

should be achieved by focusing on the ongoing flow of dialogue and constantly seeking 

opportunities to facilitate advisees’ reflection through the use of various advising strategies. 

At first, this was difficult as we mentally referred back to our advisor training, deciding on 

the best strategy or advising tool. However, as time went by, we realized that our most 

effective tool was our full attention and focus.  

An advisor’s duties are not limited to one-on-one support of advisees but also being 

part of their whole autonomous learning process and context. This includes awareness of 

what activities are happening in each part of the SALC (e.g., learning communities, festivals) 

and involvement in ongoing projects to improve the SALC’s relevance for advisees. We 

experienced that this level of awareness could be overwhelming, create a distraction from 

what needed to be prioritized, and to a certain point, affecting our workload and emotional 

balance. Nevertheless, as we got used to this environment, we found it very stimulating.  

Growth 

Professional and personal growth often go hand-in-hand, developing knowledge, 

attitudes, and actions, among other elements. In the first weeks, novice LAs acquire new 

skills and experiences to engage in advising dialogue with advisees. They continually test and 
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evaluate their ability to use such strategies. We experienced pride, joy, and satisfaction in 

observing a connection between our growing ability to better use strategies and learners’ 

growing autonomy. Additionally, we all felt an increased sense of self-worth and self-

confidence as we became more competent, especially as we were involved in different 

projects, were given further responsibilities, and felt we could help advisees in their learning 

process. This, in turn, made us feel excited and hopeful for the future. 

On the other hand, we have also experienced stagnancy in our roles at times. Advising 

does not have clear, predetermined progress markers like teaching, such as the end of the unit 

or a midterm exam. We meet many advisees that we may never see again, making it difficult 

to feel a sense of progress. For this reason, we have felt restless, hopeless, and discouraged at 

times. We have navigated this issue by looking at the big picture and remembering that we 

are making a difference in advisees’ lives even when it is not immediately apparent. 

Certainty 

Unlike a language classroom, advising sessions tend not to be structured in advance; 

therefore, the spoken or written dialogue is usually improvised. As every advisee has 

different goals and needs, we have often wondered if our questions, comments, or 

suggestions were helpful. We could feel more certain when the advisee mentioned that the 

session was satisfactory or when there were signs of an advisee’s growth (e.g., realizing 

something and having a learning plan by the end of a session). On such occasions, we felt 

content about how the session went, and it helped build confidence in our advising skills and 

decisions.  

On the other hand, lack of feedback from the advisees (e.g., silence) and lack of signs 

of their growth led to uncertainty. When having doubts about what actions we should take, 

including what advising strategies to use, what questions to ask, and how well the session 

was going, we felt anxious about failing to make appropriate decisions and providing 

meaningful guidance. Fortunately, we found several ways to cope with our uncertainties. 

When dealing with advisees, it was helpful to remember that advising is not about “us” but 

the advisees. In other words, we need not be concerned about how we are performing but 

rather focus on the advisees’ needs and try our best to support them. Having opportunities to 

share experiences with other LAs has been another effective way to ease the negative 

emotions like fear of failure. It helped us realize that others had experienced similar emotions 

and reduced our feelings of incompetence. 
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Understanding 

What is a learning advisor? What is the purpose of talking to an LA? The mission of 

LAs may be less intuitive than that of teachers. We experienced some colleagues and students 

misunderstanding our roles. More often than not, students think of advisors as advice givers, 

and some say they are hesitant to make a reservation with an advisor because they do not 

have clear learning problems to get advice on. Advisors may experience situations where the 

advisees’ aims (e.g., practicing speaking) for the session do not match with the true purpose 

of advising, which may indicate that advisors’ roles are not fully understood. We experienced 

feeling disappointed and demotivated as we came across such misinterpretations. 

However, we also share the impression that some teachers and advisees understood 

our roles. Such moments were a real confidence booster and increased our feeling of 

belonging to a community and the connection with its members. We used two approaches to 

increase the sense of acceptance among the student and teacher communities and further 

engage them in our daily practice. Firstly, we tried to explicitly remind them of the intention 

of an advising session, and secondly, we implicitly engaged students and teachers in in-class 

or out-of-class reflection.  

Energy 

Advisors are humans and, therefore, experience varying energy levels throughout the 

day. Energy affects us both mentally and physically and is influenced by our workload, 

stressors, and daily habits like food, sleep, and exercise. High energy levels positively 

influence our emotions. We feel more optimistic about our jobs, work more efficiently, and 

become more creative. We also experience a greater capacity for compassion towards 

ourselves and others, including colleagues and advisees.  

As new advisors, we experienced exhaustion frequently. We had to focus on applying 

newly learned advising skills while building relationships with advisees. We found that 

actively listening to learners sometimes caused emotional exhaustion (e.g., a sense of 

hopelessness) and even physical exhaustion (e.g., headaches). We also had to learn the rules 

and expectations of a new workplace while navigating relationships with colleagues. We had 

to process so much information and do a great deal of emotional labor, especially in the first 

weeks. This sometimes led us to feel discouraged, overwhelmed, and apathetic. What helped 

us was taking the time to talk to colleagues, writing about the way we felt in a diary, making 

sure we took breaks (e.g., going for a coffee or a walk), and avoiding back-to-back advising 

sessions.  
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Limitations and Future Directions 

Although we acknowledge that this reflective review of the emotions of novice 

advisors only represents the personal experiences of three individuals working in the SALC 

at KUIS, we hope that it may represent a starting point for colleagues working in other 

contexts to think about their emotional journey, identify issues, and reflect on possible areas 

of improvement.  

In the future, we want to learn more about the emotions of advisors in various 

contexts. We are interested to know whether other new advisors experience similar emotions 

as well as how these emotions may vary depending on personality types or environmental 

variables. This could also be expanded beyond the scope of learning advisors to advisors in 

general. 

Because advising is fundamentally different from teaching, there is a need to further 

explore and understand the emotional experience of advisors. In the future, we (the authors) 

plan to develop a tool to help advisors better understand their emotions. At the time of this 

publication, this tool is under development. It will prompt advisors to explore the factors that 

affect their emotions. Deepening advisors’ awareness of their own emotions could allow 

them to navigate their roles more effectively and with greater personal satisfaction.  

 

Final Thoughts 

While the emotions we encountered as new advisors were both positive and negative, 

we feel a strong sense of gratitude for the opportunity to be in this role. Our colleagues and 

mentors have helped us to navigate and bridge the gap between our training and the realities 

of advising. We are especially thankful to the learners who invite us to participate in their 

learning journeys. We can better reflect on and understand ourselves by seeing their 

reflection and progress. The process of becoming learning advisors has given us the chance to 

develop both as professionals and individuals.  
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Abstract 
 
This study aims to analyze the perezhivanie of Japanese English as a foreign language (EFL) 
learners by implementing peer advising sessions within the classroom. Perezhivanie, a Russian 
term and a Vygotskian concept, often translates to “emotional experience” or “lived experience.” 
However, these English translations only reflect a partial aspect of the original meaning, hence 
the term itself is preserved in the study. The data analyzed in the study came from three Business 
Administration-major undergraduate Japanese EFL learners. The data were collected over a 
period of 15 weeks through audio-recorded sessions and assigned worksheets. The collection of 
multiple data sources allowed for observations of long-term changes over the course of the 
semester, short-term changes through activities in the classroom, and the dialogue that developed 
during the sessions. The microgenetic analysis was centered on answering two research 
questions capturing the participants’ reactions, interpretations, and changes in their 
understanding of autonomous learning after peer advising through the accumulation of 
microgenetic moments during the dialogic sessions. While the three participants had similar in-
classroom activities and experiences related to autonomous learning and advising, their 
interpretations differed. By applying perezhivanie as a unit of analysis, the findings reveal that 
each perezhivanie, like a prism, refracted peer advising in different courses of exercising agency, 
which resulted in different influences of social situations on individual agents. This study 
provides practical examples of classroom-based peer advising and a unique perspective on the 
peer advising experience through the comments presented simultaneously from different 
perspectives (i.e., advisor, advisee, and observer). 
 
本研究は、日本人 EFL 学習者の perezhivanie を分析することを目的とし、教室内でピ
ア・アドバイジングを実施した。Perezhivanie はヴィゴツキーが提唱したロシア語の
概念で「感情経験」や「生きた経験」として英訳されることがあるが、原義を尊重し本

研究ではこのまま用いる。本研究では日本の大学に通う経営学部の英語学習者 3名から

得たデータを分析した。データは主に録音したセッションとワークシートから収集した

。複数種のデータを収集することで、学期中の長期的な変化、教室活動を通じた短期的

な変化、セッション中に展開された対話を観察することができた。分析は、対話セッシ

ョン中の微視発生的な瞬間を蓄積し、ピア・アドバイジング後の参加者の反応や自律学

習に対する解釈の変化をとらえることを中心に行った。アドバイジングに関連する教室

内での活動や経験が類似しているにもかかわらず、perezhivanie を分析単位として適
用することで、各人の perezhivanie がプリズムのようにピア・アドバイジングを異な
る主体性発揮における過程で屈折させ、その結果、社会的状況が個々の主体に与える影

響も異なることが明らかとなった。本研究は、教室でのピア・アドバイジングの実践例

と異なる視点（アドバイザー、アドバイジー、観察者）のコメントを同時に提示するこ

とによって、ピア・アドバイジング体験に関する独自の視点を提供するものである。 
 
Keywords: perezhivanie, peer advising, classroom-based, advising in language learning, 
sociocultural theory 
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This study analyzes the perezhivanie of three Business Administration-major 

undergraduate Japanese students learning English by implementing peer advising sessions within 

the classroom. In sociocultural theory (SCT), perezhivanie is defined as “how someone 

experiences something and what is in fact experienced” (Lantolf & Swain, 2019, p. 82) and can 

be regarded as “a refracting prism” (Fleer et al., 2017, p. 11). This prism metaphor allows us to 

observe L2 learner development and to capture how the environment influences them and how 

they shape their experiences through it (Poehner & Swain, 2016; Vygotsky, 1994). The Greek 

words chronos and kairos, both of which represent time, are frequently used as examples when 

interpreting perezhivanie. Chronos means clock time, an objective moment that is equal for 

everyone, whereas kairos denotes subjective time, and the density of each moment depends on 

how each person has lived their life thus far. Therefore, perezhivanie could be explained as a 

concept for examining the reality of how each agent spends their kairos-like time within a certain 

environment (Ramos & Renshaw, 2017). 

Based on the theoretical discussion of individual development in SCT, advising in 

language learning (ALL) covers situations where the advisor encourages learners (advisees) to 

become autonomous and/or agentive through collaborative dialogue and advising tools. 

Furthermore, autonomy is a learner’s capacity to take responsibility for their learning (Benson, 

2011; Holec, 1981; Little et al., 2017; Raya & Vieira, 2020) and manage it by themselves, and it 

is closely related to identity and agency (Deters et al., 2015; Huang, 2011; Murray et al., 2011). 

In the same way that SCT uses the term “agent,” agency is an SCT-related concept and can be 

seen as “a point of origin for the development of autonomy” (Benson, 2007, p. 30). In the area of 

advising, many recent studies have raised the importance of holistic support to advisees as 

second language (L2) learning is inseparable from linguistic, cognitive, emotional, or social 

aspects (Swain, 2013; Swain et al., 2015); they are intricately intertwined together, as evidenced 

by the dynamic model of advising (Mynard, 2020), which regards mediation through various 

interactants, including interlocutors and artifacts, as indispensable. In fact, Manning (2014) also 

points out ecological aspects in peer support, but the number of cases investigated on such peer 

support contexts in Japan is still scarce. Based on these assumptions and the implementation of 

perezhivanie concepts into peer advising within the classroom, the first section of this article 

introduces the body of knowledge of perezhivanie in SCT and, from a language learning advisor 

perspective, situates its advising sessions in this article. The next section covers the 
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methodology, and the final section presents the discussion and conclusion based on the data 

obtained. 

 

Literature Review 

Perezhivanie in Sociocultural Theory 

Grounded in the works of Vygotsky and his colleagues, SCT is one of the underlying 

theories in ALL (Mynard & Kato, 2022). SCT reveals how human beings mediate their learning 

and develop by examining their psyche (human consciousness), because according to Vygotsky’s 

(1997) genetic law of cultural development, our cognitive and emotional development will occur 

at two levels. That is, it first occurs at the interpsychological (social) level and then at the 

intrapsychological (psychological) level, and SCT accordingly investigates the developmental 

processes from externalization to internalization. Additionally, SCT researchers value praxis-

oriented studies and seek to describe developmental processes, including cognitive and 

emotional development (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014; Poehner, 2016). To describe these 

complicated processes, they have investigated human consciousness (psyche), and perezhivanie 

plays a vital role in understanding human consciousness (Lantolf et al., 2018). Moreover, 

understanding perezhivanie will lead to revealing the role of social situation of development, 

explained as “what could potentially develop during a particular period relative to a particular 

person and the forces that motivate this development” in SCT (Veresov & Mok, 2018, p. 91). 

Based on SCT-related concepts, it is possible to situate advising sessions as situations where 

(peer) advisors can elicit what learners have experienced, felt, and interpreted as related to a 

particular circumstance for exercising agency. In fact, to exercise learner agency, those who are 

interested in learner development first need to know what influences the social situation of 

development on individual agents, so exploring perezhivanie will ultimately contribute to the 

area of ALL and SCT research. 

Perezhivanie, sometimes referred to as one of the “least-known” Vygotskian concepts 

(Mahn & John-Steiner, 2002, p. 49), is a Russian term often translated as “emotional experience” 

or “lived experience.” As these English translations reflect only a partial aspect of the original 

meaning (Blunden, 2016; Mok, 2015), the original term perezhivanie is employed in this study. 

Although prezhivanie is a complicated term to explain, it is broadly defined in two ways 

(Veresov & Mok, 2018). One is conceptual, and the other is methodological. Conceptually, it is 
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“a refracting prism” (Fleer et al., 2017, p. 11), which represents “how a child becomes aware of, 

interprets, and emotionally relates to a certain event” (Vygotsky, 1994, pp. 340–341). As Figure 

1 shows, perezhivanie refracts the influences of the environment on the future courses of 

development of individual agents. This metaphor of a prism explains why a certain objective 

event will result in a uniquely subjective development of each agent. At the same time, 

methodologically, perezhivanie is also a unit of analysis “to study the role and influence of 

environment on the psychological development” (Vygotsky, 1994, p. 343). That is, by setting 

perezhivanie as a unit of analysis, we are able to consider the bidirectional relationship between 

individual agents and their surrounding environment (Michell, 2016; Veresov, 2020). 

 

Figure 1 

The Prism Metaphor of Perezhivanie 

 

 
Note. The image was originally retrieved from Adobe Stock (File Number: 353758799). 

 

Advising in Language Learning 

ALL enriches learner development and can be defined as activities that promote 

autonomous learning by assisting L2 learners with various matters (e.g., their difficulties, 

concerns, and actions) through dialogue with an advisor (Mynard, 2020; Mynard & Carson, 
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2012). While most advising sessions are one-on-one sessions between an advisor and learner, 

they also include peer advising, one-on-two paired advising, and one-to-many group advising. 

ALL varies in its implementation, including group advising and written advising through email 

and other communication tools (Kato & Mynard, 2016). Additionally, although face-to-face 

sessions have been the norm, advising has been introduced as an in-classroom activity (Horai & 

Wright, 2016), and online advising has recently been introduced in many countries as a measure 

against the worldwide pandemic (Peña Clavel et al., 2020). Currently, faculty members serve as 

advisors in most institutions in mainly one-on-one sessions (Mynard, 2019). Nevertheless, peer 

advising among learners has also been noted as a collaborative feature that allows them to 

amicably share each other’s concerns as they are closer in age (Manning, 2014; Mynard & Kato, 

2022). In such peer advising sessions, it is also imperative to understand the dialogues between 

learners that enable them to confront their cognitions and emotions and how they relate to 

autonomous learning (Barreto, 2019). However, there is room for further research as only a few 

cases in Japan have clarified how learners confronted their cognition and emotions through 

dialogue and how this led to actual proactive learning (Yamashita, 2015). 

As for the diverse forms of advising, ALL can be broadly classified into two approaches: 

synchronous and asynchronous advising (Mynard & Kato, 2022). Synchronous advising refers to 

face-to-face or online sessions in which real-time intentional reflective dialogue with (peer) 

advisors takes place, while asynchronous advising refers to time-delayed sessions via a bulletin 

board system or email. In addition to the classification of synchronous or asynchronous, advising 

can be subdivided based on three perspectives for ascertaining how it is practiced. The first 

perspective is who is in charge of the session (Person). As mentioned earlier, it is likely that 

advisors oversee most sessions, but sessions by peers have also been reported in previous studies 

(Horai & Wright, 2016; Peeters & Mynard, 2019). The second aspect is the location of the 

session (Place). For instance, the circumstances on the advisor’s side differ between advising in 

the classroom and outside the classroom, such as in a Self-Access Center (SAC). As not all 

institutions have SACs, specifying the location of advising, including whether it was conducted 

face-to-face or online, is essential, so that those who attempt to implement advising in their 

institutions can adapt to each situation and its constraints in the future. The language in which 

the session is conducted is a third important axis of classification (Language). Basically, the 

advisor may use the first language (L1) that the advisee is comfortable speaking, but only if the 
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advisor knows this L1. When the advisee’s L1 is not fully shared with the advisor, the session 

will be conducted in the L2 or based on translingual practices (García & Li, 2014). However, 

sessions with translanguaging should be discussed further (e.g., Adamson & Fujimoto-Adamson, 

2012; Thornton, 2012), as they encourage agency while respecting the linguistic repertoire of 

both learners and advisors (Busch, 2017). 

Having reviewed the existing studies, I argue that revealing different perezhivania (the 

plural form of perezhivanie) across L2 learners in advisory settings fosters a better understanding 

of the influences of social situation of development on individual agents. Based on this, the study 

explores learner perezhivanie through peer advising within the classroom. To address this issue, 

two research questions were formulated: 

• RQ1: How did the participants initially react toward a similar circumstance (i.e., peer 

advising) and respectively interpret this experience? 

• RQ2: How did their understanding of autonomous learning differ before and after 

peer advising? 

 

Methodology 

The data are part of a larger exploratory study investigating how L2 learners’ 

perezhivania changed as a result of peer advising within the classroom (Moriya et al., 2021). By 

examining their perezhivania as a unit of analysis, changes to learners’ perceptions of L2 

learning through classroom-based peer advising can be determined. 

Participants, Data Collection, and Data Analysis 

The participants in this study were three Japanese learners of English as a foreign 

language (EFL) in English for General Purposes (EGP) courses. Of the 19 learners who 

voluntarily participated in two EGP courses, a group of three was selected, unlike the other 

groups of four, to focus the discussion more on each individual in this article. They were first-

year undergraduate students (18 or 19 years old) and majoring in Business Administration. Their 

proficiency level was CEFR A1 or A2 (Beginner). Data were collected during three consecutive 

face-to-face classes over 15 weeks, with a particular focus on Week 14, when peer advising was 

conducted. All the sessions were audio-recorded, and the participants wrote reflective comments 

on a worksheet after each role of the sessions (see Appendix A). For observing semester-long 

changes, written advising was implemented with the same hypothetical scenario in Week 1 and 
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Week 15 as shown in Appendix B. One point to note is that throughout the semester, the students 

enhanced their learning through various advising tools online (e.g., tasks listed in Kato & 

Mynard, 2016; Ludwig & Moore-Walter, 2020). Figure 2 summarizes the overall procedure. 

 

Figure 2 

The Overall Procedure 

 

 
 

Applying the analytical strategies by Ng (2021), I looked at microgenesis (moment-to-

moment change) during dialogic interactions with a particular focus. This microgenetic analysis 

enables us to identify how students’ dialogues developed (i.e., what they experience) and to 

deepen the understanding of their reflective comments as the accumulation of microgenetic 

moments (i.e., how they interpret these experiences). 

Details of Peer Advising 

Building on the brief introduction of learner autonomy and the skills needed to be an 

advisor (e.g., acceptance, active listening, empathy, and questioning) in Week 12, Week 13 was 

a mock advising session. Before beginning the actual mock session, Figure 3 was presented as a 

summary of what had been covered in previous advising sessions. The figure is partially 

modified from Kinoshita et al. (2018) and consists of three parts: Advice that advisors need in 

order to face learners’ concerns, Procedure within the given time frame, and Advisor Skills 

required of advisors during the session. In Week 13 and 14, the participants formed groups 

comprised of three students, and they served three different roles: peer advisor to consider 

advisee’s issue and aim to propose their learning plan through collaborative dialogue; advisee to 

ask for some advice on English learning; and observer to keep time and take notes. They had 

three sessions of 15 minutes and 3 minutes for reflection each in both weeks (originally in 

Japanese). After that, they took turns in each role, and therefore every participant performed all 

three roles in one classsession. 

 

Week 1:
1st Written 
Advising

Week 12:
Introducing 
Advising

Week 13:
Mock 

Advising

Week 14:
Peer 

Advising

Week 15:
2nd Written 

Advising
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Figure 3 

Summary of Advising Sessions 

 

 
 

A peer advising practice session was conducted in Week 14, summarizing the previous 

weeks. The basic roles and flow were the same as in the mock advising session, but the 

following two points were different from the previous week: (1) based on the previous week, 

participants were given time before the session to set their goals as peer advisors and write down 

what kind of consultation they would like to have, and (2) instead of assuming a hypothetical 

learner in the mock advising session, the advisees consulted the peer advisors about their own 

problems and concerns that they thought of in advance. With the consent of all participants, an 

audio recorder was set up to record the sessions (about 60 minutes in total). Table 1 is a 

summary of the participants and their roles at each session in Week 14. 

 

Table 1 

Participants and Roles at Each Session in Week 14 

 

Participant (pseudonyms) 1st session 2nd session 3rd session 

Taku (male) Advisor Observer Advisee 

Rika (female) Advisee Advisor Observer 

Yuta (male) Observer Advisee Advisor 
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The next section describes how participants actually responded to these activities and 

how their perezhivania changed as a result of these activities, based on the data. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

The main data addressed are as follows: (a) written advising on a hypothetical scenario in 

Week 1, (b) dialogue during the peer advising session and reflective comments on peer advising 

in Week 14, and (c) written advising on a hypothetical scenario in Week 15. Therefore, setting 

the participants’ perezhivania as the unit of analysis facilitated the investigation of long-term 

changes over the course of the semester from Weeks 1 to 15 (a and c). Moreover, ongoing 

dialogues during the session made it possible to describe the detailed microgenetic processes 

leading to short-term changes through peer advising sessions (b). From the vast data collected, 

those from the first and third sessions in Week 14 are presented according to the RQs in this 

study as it relates to perezhivanie. Two translators familiar with foreign language education 

translated the data from Japanese. 

The first research question was to investigate initial reactions and reflections toward peer 

advising among the participants through the microgenetic analysis of their dialogic interactions. 

Dialogues During the First Peer Advising Session 

In the first session, Rika wanted to work in advertising in the future and asked for advice 

on how she can continue to learn English. Taku used the example of getting a specific score in 

the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) to stay motivated (Excerpt 1): 

 

Excerpt 1 

Taku (Advisor): Why did you think English was necessary for advertising work? 

Rika (Advisee): I was told by my college professors and others that it was necessary. 

Taku: In order to improve your English skills, I think you have to study a little bit every 

day, and for that reason I think it is best to set a target TOEIC score for the next year 

and work backwards from there to improve the areas you are weak in. It’s important 

to set a goal to remain motivated. 

 

After receiving Taku’s advice in Excerpt 1, Rika was asked about her specific goal and stated 

that she would like to score around 700 points on the TOEIC, which she was going to take at the 



Perezhivanie Through Classroom-Based Peer Advising 
 

JASAL Journal Vol. 3, No. 2, December 2022 52 

university for the first time the following year. However, in response to Taku’s explanation of 

the level required to score 700 points on the TOEIC and the question, “How much English do 

you study every day now?” Rika answered, “I don’t study English at all now,” and changed her 

target to a more realistic 500 points. Taku responded as follows (Excerpt 2): 

 

Excerpt 2 

Taku: I think 500 points will be a hurdle unless you first set feasible targets leading up to 

it, and to do so you will need to start English classes in the first semester next year 

and do a fair bit of studying outside of the classes as well. 

 

With respect to Rika’s goal change, Taku also continued to offer specific learning advice 

(Excerpt 3): 

 

Excerpt 3 

Taku: Hm… I’d start with learning about 30 words every day, and then the following day 

I’d learn 30 more words and review the ones that I learned the previous day. Then 30 

more words on the third day and review the 60 words that I learned the first two days, 

and so on. In this way, I’d build vocabulary first, and start learning grammar 

thereafter. Additionally, you need a good score in listening comprehension, so I think 

it’s important to practice daily using the materials included in textbooks. If you 

dedicate an hour a day to studying English, the progress will add up, eventually 

bringing you closer to scoring 500 points on the test. 

Rika: Thank you. I will do my best. 

 

After the advice on vocabulary study in Excerpt 3, advice was also given on listening and 

learning plans to achieve 500 points on the TOEIC. One noticeable characteristic of this session 

was that the dialogue evolved from a vague discussion of “continuous English learning” to a 

more concrete goal of “learning English to get 500 points on TOEIC next year.” After that, the 

participants reflected the first session from their own roles, as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Reflective Comments from the First Session 

 

Roles Comments 

Advisor 

(Taku) 

What Rika mentioned as a goal was difficult to achieve, so I suggested 

something that was feasible. As a result, the conversation proceeded. I 

could not confirm whether she was satisfied with my suggestions; I 

should have asked her whether she was satisfied with it. 

Advisee 

(Rika) 

It was good to get suggestions on how to study. There were a lot of 

moments when I just listened to the suggestions. It bothered me that the 

advisor often started with negatives. 

Observer 

(Yuta) 

Taku gave clear advice to set a “goal”—the TOEIC as an example. He 

asked why it was necessary. He’s trying to get Rika to think for 

themselves. He asked for details. They set goals based on what Rika can 

or cannot do. 

 

Just after the session, Taku verbally indicated to me that his intention was to present 

multiple perspectives as a peer advisor in a neutral way. He hesitated about whether his 

intentions were conveyed to Rika (“I could not confirm whether she was satisfied with my 

suggestions; I should have asked her whether she was satisfied with it.”). As a result, Taku’s 

advice gave Rika a somewhat negative impression, as can be seen from the reflections of both 

Taku and Rika (“It bothered me that the advisor often started with negatives.”). Contrarily, Yuta 

as an observer, perceived Taku’s advice as positive even though Yuta and Rika listened to the 

same advice by Taku (“He’s trying to get Rika to think for themselves. He asked for details. 

They set goals based on what Rika can or cannot do.”). 

Dialogues During the Third Peer Advising Session 

In the third session, Taku is unmotivated to study and procrastinated on everything, so he 

asked Yuta for advice on how to plan and study (Excerpt 4): 

 

Excerpt 4 

Yuta (Advisor): Is there anything you can do starting tomorrow? 
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Taku (Advisee): Something I can do starting tomorrow… 

Yuta: For example, you can write something down on a to-do list, but you don’t have to 

do anything yet. 

Taku: I think I’ll get up in the morning and write down what I’m going to do over the 

course of the day. 

Yuta: Yes, so in the short term, you write down what you are going to do over the course 

of the day, starting tomorrow, and in the long term you make sure that you accomplish 

what you have planned. 

 

Yuta broke down the long-term goals into manageable stages and suggested short-term 

objectives that could be implemented from the next day onward. The following is Yuta’s advice 

to Taku, who accumulates “class assignments” on holidays (Excerpt 5): 

 

Excerpt 5 

Yuta: If I start an assignment but don’t finish it, I can take a break to have a meal, 

shower, or refresh my mind, and then get back to the assignment. For example, if 

there is something I’d like to do, I put it at the end of the list. Do you play games? 

Taku: Basically, I’m the type of person who does all assignments on holidays. 

Yuta: What do you do on weekdays? For example, after classes? 

Taku: I don’t do anything… (omission)… but wouldn’t it be tough if I had three classes 

that day? All in all, 2–3 hours. 

Yuta: Yes, that’s why I use the time after dinner and bath to complete my assignments, 

and then I usually use the rest of the time for myself. … (omission)… So, conversely, 

I have spare time on my holidays. 

Taku: Oh, I see. 

Yuta: If you want to try doing it like this, I guess I would recommend it. 

Taku: I can’t have fun on holidays, because I have assignments. 

Yuta: On days when I hang out with my friends, doing assignments would be tough, so I 

try not to have to do any assignments on holidays. 
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Overall, their session was characterized by a dialogue about time management tips for learning 

English, and Yuta provided familiar examples as a peer (e.g., “I try not to have to do any 

assignments on holidays.”). After that, the participants reflected on the third session from their 

own roles, as shown in Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Reflective Comments from the Third Session 

 

Roles Comments 

Advisor 

(Yuta) 

I ended up repeating the goal-setting part and appeared like a persistent 

advisor. I couldn’t think of anything to say. 

Advisee 

(Taku) 

It was good that the advisor provided suggestions based on his actual 

experience. We had shallow communication, and I wondered whether we 

could have had deeper communication if we had more dialogue. 

Observer 

(Rika) 

I liked that the advisor had him think about his short-term goals after 

having him decide on his long-term goals. The advisor had him think 

about his goals using examples and his own experiences. 

 

What is interesting here is that although Yuta mentioned “I couldn’t think of anything to 

say” and regarded himself as “a persistent advisor” during the session, neither Taku nor Rika 

shared similar perceptions. Rather, Yuta’s advice, based on his actual examples, gave them a 

positive impression. Therefore, from Taku and Rika’s reflections, Yuta’s reflection, “I ended up 

repeating the goal-setting part,” can be interpreted that he was able to understand the advisee’s 

background and offer familiar advice to Taku, while keeping his eye on the goal setting. 

The second research question was to explore changes in the students’ understanding of 

autonomous learning before and after peer advising based on the accumulated moments of 

microgenesis in RQ1.  

Written Advising in a Hypothetical Scenario 

Table 4 lists the changes in written advising from Week1 to Week 15. At a glance, the 

length of advice got shorter, but the content of advice was more meaningful to the advisee. For 

example, Yuta’s advice became more specific, and he explained the reasons for learning  
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Table 4 

Written Advising to a Hypothetical Learner in Weeks 1 and 15 

 

Participant Week 1 Week 15 

Yuta 

I’ve never taken the TOEIC either, so 

let’s work together. How about starting 

with the basics? For example, with the 

vocabulary. Let’s start with unfamiliar 

words, words we need to review, and 

words with meanings that are different 

from the ones we know. Let’s work 

together to reach our goal! 

It is difficult to get a good score if 

you can’t recognize the words or 

know their meaning first. So, why 

not look at your flashcards once a 

day before bed or when you have 

time to spare on your way to and 

from school? 

Taku 

Z-san, if you want to improve your 

English, you have to learn the 

vocabulary first. After that, you should 

study the grammar starting from the 

middle-school level again and listen to 

the CDs that come with the textbooks 

over and over to become familiar with 

English and improve your listening 

comprehension as well as 

pronunciation. 

First, let’s find the cause of your 

difficulty with English and focus on 

that. 

Rika 

First, you should use flashcards to build 

your vocabulary. At the same time, you 

should review the grammar so that it’ll 

be easier to read English sentences. The 

basics are important when you learn 

anything, so let’s build up from there. 

What aspects of English do you 

think you aren’t good at? How 

about starting with reducing your 

weak spots? I think that if you set a 

goal to become “somewhat 

proficient” from being “no good,” 

you can learn without feeling 

overwhelmed…  
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vocabulary (“It is difficult to get a good score if you can’t recognize the words or know their 

meaning first.”). Taku was likely aware of continuing the dialogue like the synchronous session 

through his empathy with Z’s concerns (Z is the hypothetical student asking for written advice). 

Contrary to Week1, in which the advice was given in a kind of uniform manner (e.g., “you have 

to learn the vocabulary first”), Week 15 prompted acceptance, as demonstrated when Taku tried 

identifying the cause of Z’s weakness and recommending learning plans based on Z’s weakness 

(“let’s find the cause of your difficulty with English”). Rika began to ask questions in the session 

and paid attention to the more psychological aspects of English learning (e.g., “you can learn 

without feeling overwhelmed”). These changes in advice show how the students changed their 

understanding toward autonomous learning by experiencing several activities related to advising. 

That is, one possible interpretation of the data obtained is that experiencing and reflecting on 

peer advising not only from the advisee role but also from other roles enabled them to take a new 

perspective of others’ English learning experiences to a certain extent, as shown in the previous 

sections. From perezhivanie’s perspective, it can be understood that their refraction of written 

advising was assisted by dialogic sessions with others (experience) and peer advising reflections 

(interpretation), both of which were dialectically related to their agency. 

To summarize, each perezhivanie with the constellations of microgenetic learning 

moments refracted peer advising experiences in the different courses of exercising agency, 

indicating different influences of social situation on individual agents. That is, based on the 

prism metaphor of perezhivanie, the participants transformed a social situation of a seemingly 

similar experience into a social situation of individual development through collective advising 

sessions (Fleer & Hammer, 2013). These findings of the study are consistent with those of 

previous studies (Ng, 2021; Ng & Renshaw, 2019), which have highlighted the historical and 

collaborative aspects of perezhivanie in a refractive process, and add to the understanding 

of perezhivanie, particularly in advising settings. 

 

Conclusion 

In this study, peer advising was conducted in a university classroom to explore and 

investigate how L2 learners’ perezhivania changed. By collecting multiple data sources, changes 

were identified at different levels: long-term changes over the course of the semester, short-term 

changes through activities in the classroom, and the dialogue that developed during the sessions. 
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In particular, even when limited to the three in-classroom activities, the three participants 

experienced the same activities related to autonomous learning and advising, yet their 

interpretations were not similar to those taken as a single unity. In other words, the sum of the 

individual experiences produced a different interpretive whole through their prisms. Describing 

these refractive processes was only possible due to the collection of a variety of data and an 

examination of different levels of change, and in this respect, the study was meaningful in that it 

provided a wealth of data on the specific differences in the different perezhivania of the 

participants (Ng, 2021). 

When it comes to advising, the study makes two contributions to the field: First, it 

provides practical examples of classroom-based peer advising, and second, it adopts a unique 

perspective on the peer advising experience through the comments from different perspectives 

(i.e., advisor, advisee, and observer) presented simultaneously. As for the former, there are still 

few examples of classroom-based advising in existing studies (Horai & Wright, 2016). 

Therefore, it can be said that the present study has presented data sources for discussing 

classroom-based advising and similar activities administered to learners for their enrichment. 

With regard to the latter, while many previous studies have dealt with voices from either the 

advisor or advisee perspective, peer advising offers the possibility of experiencing both 

positions. Additionally, the advisor also grows as a learner, therefore it will be necessary to 

accumulate data not only within the same role and the same session, but also between different 

roles and different sessions in the future. In this study, the reflective comments of the three roles 

were juxtaposed for each session, which allowed for a multilayered approach to understanding 

the common data, including individuals, roles, and sessions. This ecological nature will be an 

important finding when considering advising from the collective aspects of perezhivanie (March 

& Fleer, 2016). 

In conclusion, the limitations and directions for future research are discussed. What 

makes the study particularly interesting is that even though the learners experienced objectively 

similar peer advising sessions, their reactions and interpretations varied, depending on their 

roles. Through the application of perezhivanie as a unit of analysis, the findings revealed that 

each perezhivanie refracted peer advising for exercising agency, which led to different 

sociocultural influences on individual agents. While this in itself is a strength of this study, the 

fact that the advising practice within the classroom was limited to a single session for each role 
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raises issues for future research, such as whether multiple sessions will lead to different 

responses, changes in dialogue, and a deepening of the quality of reflection. 
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Appendix A 

Worksheet for peer advising (Example) 

 

<Before Advising> 
Advisor: Write down what you want to keep in mind and what your goals are for this session. 
 
 

 
Advisee: Write down what you would like to ask or discuss with your advisor this time. 
 
 

 
Advisor: Name 
Advisee: Name 
Observer: Name 
 
<During Advising> 
Observer: What I liked about observing the advisor’s sessions 
□ Eye contact □ Building rapport 
□ Posture □ Listening skills (gesture, repetition, etc.) 
□ Loudness of voice □ Are they trying to understand the advisee’s point? 

□ Speaking speed □ Does the advisor let the advisee think for 
themselves? 

□ Comfortable atmosphere □ Amount of talk by the advisor 
□ Procedure of the session □ Time allocation 

 
<After Advising> 
Observer: Comments on your observation of the session. Are there any aspects of the 
advisor’s attitude or advising process that you noticed, that you found difficult, or that would 
be helpful? 
 
 

 
Advisor: Comments on your advising experience. Also, write down any points where you can 
evaluate yourself as an advisor and any points that need to be improved. 
 
 

 
Advisee: Comments on the actual session. Also, write down anything you noticed or gained 
from your interactions with your advisor, or conversely, anything you wish you could have 
done more of. 
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Appendix B 

Hypothetical scenario for written advising 

There is a new student (Student Z) who has just been admitted to a university. The student 

asks you for advice: “Now that I am in college, I want to do well on TOEIC. How should I 

study?” When you talk to the student, he/she tells you that he/she is not very good at English 

and hence needs to do well in other subjects in the entrance examinations to make up for 

his/her limitations. He/She has been thinking that he/she needs to study English because 

he/she has had time since April but did not know how to study the language. Since the student 

has never taken TOEIC before, he/she shall try his/her best to get 400 points in one year. 

What advice would you give to the student? Please answer as if you are giving direct advice 

to the student. 
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Abstract 
 
This mixed-methods study investigates the use of a self-access, online cultural module and 
telecollaborative discussions between US students and Japanese cultural informants to develop 
language learners’ intercultural sensitivity. The language resource center staff at a large, 
southeastern university in the US developed and administered the module, based on Japanese 
pop culture and designed according to Merrill’s First Principles of Instruction, to engage students 
in an exploration of kawaii, manga, anime, geinōkai, and jeipoppu through direct instruction and 
exploration of authentic cultural materials. The participants (N = 83) were university students 
from beginning Japanese language and culture courses in the US. Discourse analyses and paired 
sample t-tests of the students’ cultural and world viewpoint statements revealed statistically 
significant growth in intercultural sensitivity after completing the self-access module and 
telecollaborative exchanges. The qualitative data show that students appreciated the focus on pop 
culture, the ability to access the module anytime, anyplace, and the direct contact with target 
cultural informants. The article concludes with a discussion of practical implications and 
suggestions for future research. 
 
本混合研究では、オンラインのセルフアクセス・⽂化モジュールの使⽤と⽶国の学⽣と
⽇本の⽂化情報提供者間のテレコラボレーションのディスカッションにおける⾔語学習
者の異⽂化間感受性の発達を調査する。直接的な指導とオーセンティックな⽂化資料を
通じて、学⽣がカワイイ⽂化をはじめ、マンガやアニメ、芸能界、Jポップに親しみ理
解を深めることを⽬的に、アメリカ南東部の⼤規模⼤学の語学リソースセンターのスタ
ッフが、⽇本のポップ カルチャーを基にMerrillの「インストラクションの第⼀原理」
を参考にデザインされたモジュールを開発、運営した。調査対象 (n = 83) はアメリカ
の⼤学の初級⽇本語と⽇本⽂化学習者である。学⽣の⽂化的および世界的視点の発⾔の
談話分析と、対応のあるt検定を⾏った結果、セルフアクセス・モジュールとテレコラ
ボレーションの交流を完了した後、異⽂化間感受性が統計的に著しく増加したことが明
らかになった。ポップ カルチャーに焦点を当てていることや、いつでもどこでもモジ
ュールにアクセスできること、そして対象となる⽂化情報提供者と直接コンタクトでき
ることを学⽣が⾼く評価しているということを、定性データが⽰している。本稿の結論
では、実践的な意義を議論し今後の研究課題を提案する。 
 
Keywords: culture instruction, intercultural sensitivity, international education, Japanese pop 
culture 
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In recent years, the heightened focus on campus internationalization and global 

engagement initiatives in higher education (Brajkovic & Helms, 2018) highlights the need to 

develop learners’ intercultural skills through their learning experiences inside and outside the 

classroom. University faculty, especially in language education, have responded by designing 

and implementing a wide range of learning activities that encourage global exploration, self-

reflection, and communication between learners and native speakers of the target language. 

Much of this work takes place within the walls of the classroom. However, self-access language 

centers, drawing from the expanding nature and widespread availability of web-based 

technologies, are experimenting with online tools to deliver language and cultural learning 

experiences via self-access outside of the traditional classroom (Terantino, 2017).  

As Kessler (2018) notes, more recent technologies allow learners to “communicate with 

others in authentic and compelling linguistically and culturally contextualized domains” (p. 205), 

often without the guidance of an instructor. Thus far, examples of technology-based, self-access 

materials include discussion boards (Garrett-Rucks, 2013), simulations (Sydorenko et al., 2020), 

online cultural modules (Terantino, 2017), virtual reality (Chateau et al., 2019), and various 

forms of telecollaboration (O’Dowd, 2016). Research documenting the impact of self-access 

materials on language learners’ intercultural sensitivity has been limited but demonstrates that 

students may experience moderate gains in intercultural sensitivity as a result of their 

participation (Terantino, 2017).  

Building on such work that attempts to enhance language students’ appreciation of other 

cultures and their ability to function effectively during intercultural or cross-cultural encounters, 

this study documents the use of an online, self-access module and telecollaborative discussions 

with native speakers to develop language learners’ intercultural sensitivity. The study draws on 

Bennett’s (1993) model for intercultural sensitivity as a theoretical framework and adopts 

Garrett-Rucks’ (2013) research methods for assessment, which enables categorizing the level of 

intercultural sensitivity as identified in language learners’ worldview and cultural viewpoint 

statements. The study addresses the following questions: 

1. To what extent do students demonstrate increases in intercultural sensitivity after 

completing a self-access module consisting of telecollaborative exchanges with native 

speakers? 
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2. What are the emerging characteristics of the students’ perceptions related to 

completing a self-access module consisting of telecollaborative exchanges with native 

speakers?  

 

Literature Review 

Developing Language Learners’ Intercultural Sensitivity 

Cultural instruction is a vital component of language learning (Gandana, 2015). Yet, 

traditionally within language education it has focused more on surface or fact-based knowledge. 

The increasing focus on global or intercultural competence in language learning in recent years 

(Porto et al., 2018) has prompted a shift toward the development of intercultural knowledge and 

skills, those needed to successfully navigate interactions with native speakers. An important 

component of this approach is the development of intercultural sensitivity, which allows learners 

to have more complex personal experiences of otherness (Bennett, 1993). More simply put, 

individuals with intercultural sensitivity are capable of exhibiting empathy for others from 

diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Without intercultural sensitivity, they are only able 

to “access…their own cultural worldview” (Bennett, 2004, p. 74), leaving them with a general 

lack of understanding of others. The cultural worldview, as Bennett (1993) describes, is an 

integral component of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, which serves as the 

basis for data analysis in this research. Table 1 provides an overview of the model, which 

consists of six stages, ranging from denial to integration. Stages one to three correspond to an 

ethnocentric perspective in which one evaluates cultural differences through the lens of their own 

culture. Stages four to six relate to an ethnorelative perspective in which one has more 

appreciation for other cultures.  

Research clearly establishes the positive impact that providing opportunities for language 

learners to engage with cultural informants has on developing their intercultural sensitivity. For 

example, traditional approaches to achieve this have included study abroad experiences (Lee & 

Song, 2019), guest speakers (Albirini, 2009), interviews (Hoyt, 2012; Lee, 2012), and other 

forms of face-to-face interactions. Collectively, these studies demonstrate the value of exposing 

language learners to cultural informants in contexts that encourage them to explore the other 

culture and themselves. While openly engaging in discussion with cultural informants, the 

students consistently experience shifts in their way of thinking about other cultures.  
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Table 1 

Overview of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity from Bennett (1993) 

 

Stages Bennett’s (1993) descriptions 

Stage 1- Denial Unaware of the existence of cultural differences. 
 

Stage 2- Defense Acknowledge cultural differences but feel threatened by them.  

Stage 3- Minimization Minimize cultural differences in order to protect one’s own cultural 
identity.  

Stage 4- Acceptance Recognize and value cultural differences without judging them as 
positive or negative.  

Stage 5- Adaptation Adapt cognitively and behaviorally to cultural differences. Operate 
successfully within another culture.  

Stage 6- Integration Interact comfortably with a variety of cultures. Integration of 
cultural awareness into everyday interactions.  

 

Others have employed a variety of technologies to achieve comparable outcomes without 

requiring physical, face-to-face interactions. Hagley (2020), for example, conducted virtual 

exchanges between language students and native speakers of the target language over two years, 

and this work resulted in improvements in intercultural sensitivity and increased motivation to 

continue learning the language. Similarly, Chateau et al. (2019) report on the use of virtual 

reality environments to engage language learners in collaborations and explorations of culturally 

relevant spaces. Their research indicates that virtual reality, even with its practical and 

pedagogical flaws, serves to enhance students’ cultural awareness through self-guided 

exploration of simulated experiences.  

Self-Access Learning Materials 

For the purpose of providing access to supplemental materials and fostering language 

learner autonomy, self-access language learning centers (SALLCs) have traditionally been a 

physical space within colleges and universities that provide students with opportunities to engage 

in “language learning that takes place outside a formal language classroom with some kind of 

support” (Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022, p. 2). As Gardner and Miller (1999) note, “[t]he 

primary role of the learning resource centre is to provide learners with as wide a range of 
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materials as possible” (p. 54). Such materials typically include but are not limited to tutors, print 

materials, videos, work and meeting spaces, events and activities, and access to technology—

software or hardware. Since the advent of mobile technologies and the widespread use of the 

Internet, most SALLCs appear to offer self-access to language learning via Internet-based 

resources (Lázaro & Reinders, 2006).  

A chief example of this type of resource are standalone learning modules, whether 

created by private companies, such as Duolingo or Babbel, or created by university faculty and 

staff themselves. Terantino (2017) examines the use of an online cultural module created by 

faculty, similar to the one presented in the study here, to provide access to explicit cultural 

instruction outside of the classroom. Through the use of the self-access module, Terantino notes 

that the students experienced moderate gains in intercultural sensitivity, most likely attributed to 

the self-guided exploration of cultural materials and the inclusion of the insider’s perspective of 

the cultural informants, which constituted a significant component of the module. Lastly, it is 

this research which calls for the inclusion of increased interaction with cultural informants that 

prompts the study here.  

Another resource commonly provided by self-access language centers is the opportunity 

to telecollaborate with native speakers of the language, or what this article refers to as cultural 

informants. The distinction is that the term native speakers references the participant’s role in 

supporting language learning, while cultural informant highlights the person’s role in supporting 

the development of cultural knowledge and skills. In this capacity, as O’Dowd (2016) describes, 

“intercultural dialogue is at the center of learning in telecollaboration, which is based on student-

centered, collaborative approaches to learning where knowledge and understanding are 

constructed through interaction and negotiation” (p. 292). This type of telecollaboration supports 

the development of intercultural sensitivity for language learners. In fact, research conducted by 

Lee and Song (2019) investigates the impact of telecollaboration on intercultural competence. 

Their results indicate that students engaging in telecollaboration, via videoconferencing and 

audio/text messaging, experience more improvement in intercultural competence than those who 

simply participate in classroom language learning. This finding serves to reinforce the call for 

more student interaction with cultural informants outside of the classroom.  
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Methods 

Context and Participants 

This mixed-methods study involved an investigation of a self-access cultural module 

implemented during an annual country study initiative at a large, southeastern university in the 

US. The annual country study, a longtime tradition at the university, promotes intensive study of 

a pre-determined country throughout the course of a year in an effort to internationalize the 

campus and curriculum. As a result of the annual initiative, faculty members often design and 

implement new courses and curricula in various academic disciplines according to the country 

identified. The institution’s language resource center, including its director and participating 

Japanese faculty, designed the self-access, cultural module under investigation here as part of the 

Year of Japan program.  

The participants for the study were 83 university students enrolled in a beginning, 

Japanese Language and Culture course. Many of the students were majors or minors in Asian 

Studies, International Affairs, International Business, or Japanese; however, students from other 

majors and minors participated, including English, History, Political Affairs, and Sociology. The 

participants, consisting of students in their 20s at the time of the study, represented a mix of 

racial and ethnic backgrounds: Caucasian (n = 43), Asian American (n = 21), African American 

(n = 13), and Latin American (n = 6). In addition, the cultural informants were six exchange 

students from Japan who were enrolled at the same university in which the study took place. The 

language resource center, which led the design of the cultural module, hired and paid the 

students to serve as cultural informants for the participants who desired to engage in cross-

cultural discussions around Japanese pop culture. Each Japanese cultural informant was in their 

early 20s at the time of the study.  

Overview of the Self-Access Module and Telecollaborations 

The self-access cultural module, “Exploring Japanese Pop Culture,” was a standalone 

component of the course, designed to engage students in a critical evaluation of Japanese pop 

culture, and was completed outside of class time. Completing the online module was a required, 

non-graded component of the course, and students accessed the module via a hyperlink provided 

by email from their instructor. The module utilized multimedia to introduce the student 

participants to various artifacts from Japanese pop culture and included a series of 

telecollaborative discussions with native Japanese students. Students navigated the non-linear 
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module through a self-guided approach in which they controlled the amount of time spent on 

each component. The module encouraged participants to explore and reflect on their knowledge 

of Japanese pop culture and ability to interact successfully with native Japanese. Popular culture 

has a tremendous influence on university-aged students in the US, and Japanese pop culture in 

particular contributes to popularizing Japanese and motivating students to learn the language 

(Armour & Iida, 2016; Condry, 2013; Fukunaga, 2006). The presentation of artifacts and 

perspectives relating to Japanese pop culture in this self-access module targeted the following six 

themes:  

1. Kawaii- is a Japanese term which means “cute,” which is a quality highly valued in 

Japanese society and particularly in Japanese pop culture (Nittono, 2016). It also 

refers to the increasing use of small, childish mascots to represent individual 

enterprises such as schools, community offices, and businesses. 

2. Manga- are generally understood to be comics; however, in Japanese society these 

comic-based stories take on an important role in daily culture (Prough, 2010).  

3. Anime- refers to animated cartoons with extremely detailed designs. These are often 

used to tell stories derived from manga. 

4. Geinōkai- refers to Japanese entertainment including television shows and movies.  

5. Japanese street fashion- originates from the social networks and street subcultures 

within various Japanese communities. This type of fashion is distinctive and self-

expressive (Kawamura, 2006). 

6. Jeipoppu- is Japanese pop music, J-pop.  

The module comprised 28 interactive pages as depicted in Table 2, which also identifies how 

each component corresponds with the First Principles of Instruction (Merrill, 2002), a guide for 

designing task-based online learning activities: activation of prior experience, demonstration of 

skills, application of skills, and integration of these skills into real-world activities.  

Building on the practical implications of previous intercultural sensitivity development 

research, which suggest including more experiential activities that offer “opportunities for 

interacting with native speakers of the target culture” (Terantino, 2017, p. 89), the design team 

embedded options for telecollaborative exchanges, via synchronous discussion or 

videoconferencing, with Japanese international students and faculty at the university. Invitations 

to participate in these optional telecollaborative exchanges appeared for the students after they  
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Table 2 

Overview of Self-Access Module Content 

 

Page Content First principle 

of instruction 

1 Title page  

2 Technical requirements  

3 Introduction to the module Activation 

4 Purpose of the module Activation 

5 Learning objectives Activation 

6 Defining cultural and world viewpoints  Activation 

7 Assessment of prior knowledge related to Japanese pop 

culture 

Activation 

8-9 Defining pop culture Demonstration 

10-13 Presentation of kawaii  Demonstration 

14 Reflection prompt: How do you feel about the importance of 

kawaii in Japanese pop culture? 

Activation 

 Telecollaboration with Japanese cultural informant Integration 

15-19 Presentation of manga and anime Demonstration 

20 Reflection prompt: What is the significance of manga and 

anime to the Japanese people? 

Activation 

 Telecollaboration with Japanese cultural informant Integration 

21-24 Presentation of geinōkai and jeipoppu (J-pop) Demonstration 

25 Reflection prompt: How do you feel about Japanese 

entertainment? Does it appeal to you? 

Activation 

 Telecollaboration with Japanese cultural informant Integration 

26 Redefining cultural and world viewpoints Application 

27 Finishing up  

28 Note of completion  
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completed a section corresponding to specific elements of Japanese pop culture as seen in Table 

2. The invitations, including instructions for how to initiate the exchange, appear on pages 14, 

20, and 25, and coincide with reflective prompts designed to encourage the students to critically 

reflect on the material.  

Data Collection  

To assist with data triangulation, this mixed-methods study collected data in-module, via 

a background survey, student reflective statements, and cultural and world viewpoint statements, 

and through focus groups with the participants. The background survey gathered students’ 

demographic information. In addition, the module prompted students to provide critical 

reflection on culture in broad terms and more specifically in relation to Japanese pop culture. It 

also required students to define their worldview and cultural viewpoints of Japanese pop culture 

before and after completing the module, which served as the data points for analyzing 

development of intercultural sensitivity, using the following prompts:  

1. Write a statement about how you view the world and its array of cultures (cultural 

worldview). 

2. Write a statement in which you define what you think of Japanese pop culture based 

on what you know before completing this module (cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop 

culture). 

The researcher invited the participants to participate in a focus group after completing the online 

module. The focus group protocol consisted of open-ended questions designed to further explore 

the students’ participation and perception of the self-access module and telecollaborative 

exchanges. The researcher conducted two separate focus groups for participant convenience and 

accessibility, and recorded each focus group, which lasted approximately 60 minutes. A 

transcription service transcribed the audio files, and the researcher verified the transcription.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis for this research drew heavily from the work of Garrett-Rucks (2013) and 

Terantino (2017), which apply Bennett’s (1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural 

Sensitivity to categorize language learners’ reflective comments into one of six stages: 1- denial, 

2- defense, 3- minimization, 4- acceptance, 5- adaptation, or 6- integration (see Table 1). 

Specifically, the researcher and a graduate student who served as a co-rater utilized discourse 

analysis methods to review and categorize the participants’ cultural worldview and cultural 
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viewpoints of Japanese pop culture to determine the level of intercultural sensitivity. The 

researcher and the co-rater discussed any discrepancies between the scores assigned to reach 

100% agreement. When confronted with individual cultural viewpoint statements containing 

contradictory elements, the researcher and co-rater assigned an average of two scores. Paired 

sample t-tests were conducted to determine the extent to which any changes in the participants’ 

intercultural sensitivity scores were statistically significant. With regard to the focus groups, the 

researcher applied the constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 2017) to code the 

transcripts and identify any emerging themes related to participants’ perceptions of the self-

access module and telecollaborative exchanges.  

 

Results 

Pre-Module Statements 

The students contributed 172 individual worldview and Japanese cultural viewpoint 

statements prior to completing the self-access module. Each statement ranged from 16 to 118 

words and from one to five sentences. The researcher and co-rater reviewed and scored the 

statements by number according to the stages of intercultural sensitivity. Table 3 provides an 

overview for the scoring results from the pre-module statements and categorizes them as 

ethnocentric or ethnorelative according to the stage of intercultural sensitivity identified by the 

researcher. The descriptions of worldview offered by the participants consisted of 39 

ethnocentric statements (29 minimization and 10 defense) and 44 ethnorelative statements (35 

acceptance and 9 adaptation). In addition, the pre-module responses related to the cultural 

viewpoint of Japanese pop culture consisted of 47 ethnocentric statements (41 minimization and 

6 defense) and 36 ethnorelative statements (33 acceptance and 3 adaptation). More pre-module, 

cultural viewpoint statements related to Japanese pop culture were classified as ethnocentric (47) 

than were the worldview statements (39). None of the pre-module statements aligned with the 

denial or integration stages on the scale.  

Many of the pre-module, ethnocentric worldview statements pertained to the defense and 

minimization stages. The defense statements accounted for 12% of the overall statements 

documented and included strong elements of “us” versus “them” from a global standpoint, such 

as the example below: 
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Table 3 

Pre-Module Ethnocentric and Ethnorelative Scoring 

 

 I feel the world is:  I think Japanese pop culture is:  

Ethnocentric 

1 - Denial 

2 - Defense 

3 - Minimization 

Total 

 

0 (0%) 

10 (12%) 

29 (35%) 

39 (47%) 

 

0 (0%) 

6 (7.2%) 

41 49.4%) 

47 (56.6%) 

Ethnorelative 

4 - Acceptance 

5 - Adaptation 

6 - Integration 

Total 

 

35 (42.1%) 

9 (10.8%) 

0 (0%) 

44 (53%) 

 

33 (40%) 

3 (3.6%) 

0 (%) 

36 (43.4%) 

 

I feel the world is…an extremely chaotic place right now. Our values are slowly eroding 

due to pressure from other people, and our country isn’t doing enough to stand up for 

ourselves or do what is best for us.  

The minimization statements, 35% of the overall pre-module statements, minimized the role of 

differences among world cultures. The following statement exemplifies this tendency to exalt 

similarities while downplaying the importance of cultural incongruities:  

I feel the world is…groups of like-minded people across many different countries. We 

have a lot in common, but people spend too much time worrying about what makes us 

different.  

Similarly, the ethnocentric statements regarding Japanese pop culture also tended to minimize 

the differences between the cultures of the United States and Japan:  

I think Japanese pop culture is…a lot like pop culture in the US. They are not really 

different at all, just from different countries. They both have famous groups and singers. 

They both are the driving force behind current trends in social media, fashion, music, tv, 

etc. That’s what makes it pop culture. 
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The ethnorelative worldview statements, 53% of the statements collected, aligned predominantly 

with the acceptance stage. These statements appear to regard other cultures and their perspectives 

as valuable, as a means of contributing to the world. They also express interest in learning about 

other cultures, as in the following example: 

I feel the world is…full of different people and cultures that add value to each other. I try 

to learn as much as I can about other people and their culture, because it shapes who I 

am. It helps make me a better person.  

Eleven percent of the pre-module, ethnorelative statements consisted of elements related to 

adaptation, including an expression of sensitivity or openness toward world cultures. Last, the 

participants’ cultural viewpoints of Japanese pop culture, 43% of the statements collected, tended 

towards the acceptance stage with distinct elements of respect for how culture manifests in 

society. The example below illustrates this and the students’ curiosity to learn more about the 

culture, an important component of adaptation: 

I think Japanese pop culture is…interesting, fascinating really. The Japanese have  

a different type of society, a different way of living, and I think this can be seen  

through their pop culture. Their pop culture also makes me want to learn more  

about the people and the language because it draws you in.  

Post-Module Statements 

The students contributed 172 individual post-module statements related to worldview and 

cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop culture. Each statement ranged from 12 to 121 words and 

from one to seven sentences. Table 4 provides an overview for the scoring results from the post-

module statements. The post-module responses related to worldview consisted of 28 ethnocentric 

statements (27 minimization and 1 defense) and 55 ethnorelative statements (35 acceptance and 

9 adaptation), which accounted for 66% of the statements collected. In addition, the responses 

related to the cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop culture consisted of 25 ethnocentric statements 

(22 minimization and 3 defense) and 58 ethnorelative statements (43 acceptance, 11 adaptation, 

and 3 integration), 70% of the statements collected.  
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Table 4 

Overview of Post-Module Ethnocentric and Ethnorelative Scoring  

 

 I feel the world is:  I think Japanese pop culture is:  

Ethnocentric 

1 - Denial 

2 - Defense 

3 - Minimization 

Total 

 

0 (0%) 

1 (1.2%) 

27 (32.5%) 

28 (33.7%) 

 

0 (0%) 

3 (3.6%) 

22 (26.5%) 

25 (30.1%) 

Ethnorelative 

4 - Acceptance 

5 - Adaptation 

6 - Integration 

Total 

 

45 (54.2%) 

10 (12%) 

0 (0%) 

55 (66.3%) 

 

43 (51.8%) 

11 (13.3%) 

4 (4.8%) 

58 (70%) 

 

While compared with the pre-module responses, the participants’ post-module statements 

revealed similar elements of intercultural sensitivity according to their placement on the coding 

scale, there was a collective shift from ethnocentric to more ethnorelative statements from the 

participants after completing the self-access module. This shift was most noticeable in the 

participants’ cultural viewpoints of Japanese pop culture, increasing from 43% ethnorelative to 

70% ethnorelative in the post-module statements. Another notable finding is the categorization 

of four statements in the integration stage, the highest stage on the scale. In these statements, the 

participants incorporated elements of Japanese pop culture into their own perspectives and 

actions. One participant described how she attempted to expand her way of thinking and doing 

after completing the module:  

I think Japanese pop culture is…something that I understand and appreciate better  

now. After learning more about this in the online module, I went to an anime event, and I 

was able to learn basic techniques from Japanese students.  
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Development in Intercultural Sensitivity  

The researcher conducted two paired sample t-tests with the coded data to determine 

differences between pre-module and post-module statements for cultural worldview and cultural 

viewpoint of Japanese pop culture. First, with regard to cultural worldview, results of the paired 

t-test indicated there was a statistically significant difference between the pre-module scores (M 

= 3.66, SD = 0.88) and the post-module scores (M = 3.99, SD = 0.65); t(82) = 3.47, p < .001. 

The observed effect size d is small (.038), indicating the magnitude of the difference is small. 

Second, when comparing the statements for cultural viewpoint of Japanese pop culture, there 

was also a significant difference between the pre-module scores (M = 3.53, SD = 0.64) and the 

post-module scores (M = 4.07, SD = 0.80); t(82) = 5.13, p < .001. The observed effect size d is 

medium (0.56), indicating the magnitude of the difference is medium. The findings of significant 

difference between the pre-module and post-module statements highlight the participants’ 

growth in intercultural sensitivity after completing the self-access module. This growth also 

coincided with a moderate transition from ethnocentric statements to ethnorelative statements.  

Student Perceptions of the Self-Access Module and Telecollaborations 

The qualitative analysis of this study, including a review of the focus group transcripts, 

revealed that students had favorable perceptions of the self-access module. In particular, the 

students appreciated the focus on Japanese pop culture. One student described this, “I really 

loved that we were learning about pop culture. Usually, in our classes, we only talk or learn 

about culture from a historical perspective.” Others explained how this emphasis on “modern 

culture” made the module “more interesting and relevant to college students.” Another strength 

of the self-access module, as the students described, was being able to access the materials 

anytime and anyplace. Although computer workstations were available in the language resource 

center for the students to utilize, the majority worked through the module in other locations and 

utilizing their own devices. Several students referred to the “convenience” of accessing the 

module online, and one described how she “would not have been able to go into the resource 

center, so this module made the experience possible for me.”  

Perhaps the most widely discussed component of the students’ perceptions of the module 

was the opportunity for telecollaborations with Japanese cultural informants. Most participants 

indicated the telecollaborative exchanges were “beneficial” and “insightful.” One student 

described that “[t]he chance to talk and chat or text with a native Japanese person or student was 
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the most valuable part of this experience.” Another participant explained why: “I really 

appreciated talking with the international student because it let me talk through some of the 

culture presented in the module, things that I didn’t understand or things that I wanted to know 

more about.” The students frequently referred to “hearing the insider’s perspective” as a means 

of processing new cultural information related to Japanese pop culture.  

 

Discussion 

This study examined the use of a self-access, online cultural module and telecollaborative 

discussions with target cultural informants to develop language learners’ intercultural sensitivity. 

As the findings indicate, the student participants experienced slight to moderate statistically 

significant growth in intercultural sensitivity as evidenced by in-module worldview and cultural 

viewpoint statements. Also, after completing the self-access module, the participants shifted 

from ethnocentric statements to more ethnorelative statements, indicating a tendency to accept 

the importance of cultural differences and adapt their own perspective to account for such 

differences (Bennett, 2004). Students attributed this shift to the relevance of pop culture to 

motivate their learning and the direct connection with the cultural informants. These findings 

alone do not compel widespread use of self-access modules for developing language learners’ 

intercultural sensitivity; however, they should prompt others to experiment with supplementing 

in-class learning with out-of-class, self-access materials. 

In particular, the qualitative results reveal the students’ perceived value of cultural 

learning through online, self-access materials and the ease and convenience afforded by such 

materials. As a result, language resource centers may want to focus more on developing their 

own self-access materials. An important consideration for future implementation of online, self-

access modules is the use of telecollaborative exchanges. Much research, including this study, 

documents the positive impact of telecollaborations with cultural informants (Lee & Song, 2019; 

O’Dowd, 2016). Having interacted directly with cultural informants may benefit students as they 

decide to continue with language and culture studies. 

 

Conclusion 

Findings of this study indicate that a self-access, cultural module and telecollaborations 

with target cultural informants have the potential to enhance language learners’ intercultural 
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sensitivity outside of the classroom environment. The participants appreciated the convenience 

of accessing and completing the self-access module and reported their appreciation of its focus 

on pop culture through self-guided exploration. These findings highlight the importance of 

incorporating relevant and meaningful topics when addressing cultural instruction. Similarly, 

including telecollaborations with native speakers’ perspectives of the target culture offers a 

valuable means of exposing students to the worldview and cultural viewpoint of others. 

Results of this study also reveal practical implications and directions for future research. 

First, when considering the implementation of online modules, it is important to consider the 

differences between using pre-packaged materials readily available online, such as 

CulturaGo.com or JapanesePod101.com, and custom-making such materials to cater to the 

students. Customizing the learning experience appears to resonate with the students as more 

relevant and interesting, especially when including direct connections with cultural informants. 

Second, along this line, faculty should strike a balance between addressing culture from a 

historical perspective and a contemporary perspective. This distinction appears to matter to the 

students, because many perceive modern-day culture to be more interesting and relevant to their 

daily lives. With future research in mind, documenting the discussions that take place in the 

telecollaborative exchanges would offer useful insight into the thought processes of the students 

as they attempt to explore and reconcile new cultural information.  

Lastly, this study does have some limitations. Based on the nature of the specific context 

of the university and student participants involved with this study, the results may not be 

generalizable to other contexts. For example, this study took place in a large, public, southeastern 

university within the US. Educators and students from smaller or private institutions from other 

geographic areas or countries may have different expectations for how to address culture within 

self-access materials. Researchers should consider any differences between contexts when 

attempting to connect the results to other institutions. Likewise, the content of the self-access 

module, Japanese pop culture, may have yielded results that would be dissimilar to other content 

choices.  
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 Abstract 

Virtual Reality (VR) has paved the way for learner interaction in immersive environments, 
simulating authentic cultural conditions in the target language and encouraging collaborative 
opportunities. This article describes how the high-immersion VR social application 
AltspaceVR served as an immersive Self-Access Language Learning (SALL) space in a 
collaborative online international learning (COIL). 

 

バーチャルリアリティ（VR）は、没入型環境での学習者交流への道を開き、ターゲ

ット言語における本物の文化状況をシュミュレートし、共同作業の機会を促進する

。この記事では、高浸透型VRソーシャルアプリケーションAltspaceVRが、共同オ

ンライン国際学習（COIL）または仮想交換（VE）体験における没入型自己アクセ

ス言語学習（SALL）空間としてどのように機能したかについて説明します。 
 
Keywords: SALL, COIL, virtual exchange, telecollaboration, social high immersion, virtual 
reality 
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Virtual Reality (VR) is being embraced by educators as it facilitates immersive 

situated experiences to participants logging into a given VR app. From a language learning 

perspective, social immersive apps are particularly interesting, as they enable communication 

among participants, simulating authentic cultural conditions in the target language and 

encouraging collaborative opportunities. This article describes how the high-immersion VR 

social application AltspaceVR served as an immersive Self-Access Language Learning 

(SALL) space in a collaborative online international learning (COIL) or Virtual Exchange 

(VE) experience. AltspaceVR is a social platform for remote collaborations, live interactions, 

and events, where participants represent themselves through the creation of custom-made 

avatars. The present intercultural project aimed at increasing students’ digital literacy skills 

(Hafner et al., 2015), as well as their intercultural communicative competences (Abrams, 

2020) by providing a virtual immersive setting for students to engage in authentic 

communication with peers abroad. In addition, the project sought to enhance the pedagogical 

skills of language education students in the Netherlands. Twenty-nine students from two 

higher education universities in Cyprus (n=14) and the Netherlands (n=15) engaged in 

meaningful communicative and social interactions, using English as a Lingua Franca, in 

times of their own convenience. Students used the standalone VR headsets Oculus Quest (the 

Netherlands) and Oculus Quest 2 (Cyprus) for the VEs. In the present paper, we describe the 

pedagogical experience of a high-immersion SALL space for linguaculture learning (Risager, 

2007). 

 

Literature Review  

COIL 

COIL projects describe the engagement of learners in online intercultural interactions 

and projects with partners from other cultural contexts or countries as a part of their 

educational program. Depending on the educational context and focus, these international 

online projects have adopted different names, for example, online intercultural exchange, 

telecollaboration, networked interaction, VE, or COIL. In the last decades, computer- 

mediated communication tools have been used with the purpose of promoting intercultural 

awareness and second language acquisition (Canto & Jauregi Ondarra, 2017). In fact, the 

implementation of Web 2.0 tools in intercultural exchanges has gained great popularity 

because of their ability to empower learners and enhance their autonomy (Fuchs et al., 2012). 

This relates to the affordances of the tools which enable learners to design, edit, and publish 
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content, a process which makes students more aware of their role in the intercultural activity 

(Fuchs et al., 2012). Research studies show that VE projects have a positive impact on 

language students’ communicative competence development, their autonomy, and online 

literacies (Çiftçi & Savaş, 2018). Some scholars go even further, as they argue that VEs are 

more advantageous to learning than more traditional in-class face-to-face interactions (Canto 

& Jauregi Ondarra, 2017). Students engaged in VEs have been found to increase their 

intercultural awareness, develop knowledge of their own culture and other cultures 

(Dugartsyrenova & Sardegna, 2018), and adopt positive intercultural attitudes (Helm & Van 

der Velden, 2021). 

Virtual Reality 

One of the most innovative technologies that is starting to gain attention in language 

education is VR, as it allows for students to engage in experiential learning by interacting and 

taking action in an immersive world, where participants, mostly represented as avatars, have 

the sense of being present in the virtual space. Within VR, three different levels of immersion 

have been described: low-immersion, semi-immersion, and full or high immersion (Lege et 

al., 2020; Melchor-Couto & Herrera, 2022). Low-immersion VR technology includes a 

desktop computer-based 3D graphic system that projects the virtual world on the computer 

screen, where avatars move and take action by using a keyboard and a mouse. An example of 

low-immersion VR are virtual worlds, like Second Life or Minecraft. Most of the VR studies 

relating to language education to date address the use of low-immersion VR technologies. 

The major research findings of studies addressing language learning in these immersive 

environments show students’ positive perceptions and motivation towards using VR while 

lowering speaking anxiety (Melchor-Couto, 2018) and improving students’ learning 

outcomes (Canto & Jauregi Ondarra, 2017). 

Semi-immersive systems are advanced but quite costly systems, with graphical 

displays being projected on large screens surrounding the user (e.g., CAVE system). To our 

knowledge, no experiences have been reported for language learning purposes. 

Finally, high-immersion VR is a fully immersive experience, created by a head-

mounted system, which provides a sense of a user’s full immersion in the virtual 

environment. The use of high-immersion VR (HIVR) technology for language education 

purposes has increased in the last few years, probably caused by a reduction in the price of 
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these devices. Language experiences in HIVR have been found to improve vocabulary 

acquisition (Lai & Chen, 2021; Tai et al. 2020), oral communication competence (Yang et al., 

2020), and motivation (Berns & Reyes-Sánchez, 2021; Scrivner et al., 2019; York et al., 

2020). The most salient feature of HIVR, immersion, has also been addressed by scholars. 

Although in most studies students report feeling immersed in the VR world (Herrera, 2020; 

Yang et al., 2020), Rupp et al. (2016) found contradictory results, as in their case, the 

technology was felt as a distracting factor by their participants. In the last few years, the first 

attempts of combining HIVR and COIL have emerged (Jauregi-Ondarra et al., 2020, 2021). 

The results of these studies indicate that participants experienced HIVR positively and 

enjoyed interacting with international peers in this environment, which was perceived as non-

threatening. However, a small number of students reported feeling dizzy during the 

interactions, a phenomenon that has also been observed in previous studies (Scrivner et al., 

2019).  

The present study was influenced by two main theoretical approaches to the 

conceptualization of language learning in relation to HIVR-mediated COIL: social 

constructivism and autonomy. According to social constructivism, language learning is a 

creative process of co-construction that requires its speakers to collaboratively interact to 

construct and negotiate meaning (Vygotsky, 1986). In addition, preparing students for 

authentic communication requires them to take charge of their own learning process by 

acquiring agency and becoming autonomous learners (Little, 2022). Hence, achieving 

autonomy should be one of the main objectives of language learning programs, with 

instructors adopting student-centered practices and facilitating enriched self-access language 

learning experiences to empower the learners in their learning process.  

In the present study, students, represented as avatars, engaged in VR-mediated COIL 

practices, making use of head-mounted display devices that provided experiences of 

simulated cultural conditions and a sense of presence. The task-based interactions were 

carried out in the immersive SALL space called AltspaceVR.  

 

AltspaceVR: From a High-Immersion VR Application to an Immersive SALL Space 

Founded in 2013, AltspaceVR (Figure 1) was acquired by Microsoft in 2017 and has 

continued to be a virtual community for users worldwide. Some examples of live events that 
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have been featured are virtual fashion shows, comedy events, and partnerships with NBC 

News during the U.S. presidential elections in 2016. It is available on many tethered VR 

headsets like Oculus Rift and HTC Vive and on standalone VR headsets like Oculus Quest 2. 

 

Figure 1 

A Student Dyad Interacting in one of the Several “Worlds” Available in AltspaceVR 

 
 

Even though AltspaceVR was not specifically designed with a pedagogical orientation 

in mind, it has been integrated in other COIL projects (Jauregi-Ondarra et al., 2021). It can 

offer users immersive opportunities for international synchronous interaction and 

socialization. Students access the immersive world autonomously at a time of their own 

convenience to engage in meaningful interaction with their international peers. Our approach 

to SALL is obviously technology-mediated, where interaction and authentic communication 

is placed at the heart of the autonomous and personalized learning process. In fact, the whole 

concept of SALL has escaped the limitation of self-access centers (SACs) due to the 

unprecedented proliferation of new technologies that can foster language learning autonomy 

beyond the physical boundaries of a SAC (Alzahrani & Wright, 2016). Examples of such 

technology include virtual worlds like Minecraft (Remmerswaal, 2022) and Sansar in 

intercultural projects (Chateau et al., 2019). 

As an immersive space, AltspaceVR served as an ideal SALL for the present 

intercultural project not only because of its social character but also because it aligns with the 

VR Application Analysis Framework (Lege et al., 2020). This framework refers to the need to 
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analyze some applications with no direct educational purpose for classroom activity use 

according to the following lenses: immersive capacity, cognitive load, purpose, and 

communicative capability.  

Immersive Capacity 

A defining characteristic of VR is that it gives you the sense of “being there.” This 

means that the students’ ability to engage in the virtual environment does not solely revolve 

around mental immersion, but it also involves physical immersion. In our project, 

AltspaceVR enabled students to experience high immersion and access its various 

environments where they could interact with each other in the target language, interact with 

virtual objects, and perform meaningful situated activities (Fuhrman et al., 2021) (such as 

playing basketball in a virtual court) using English as a lingua franca. 

Cognitive Load 

Cognitive load refers to the amount of mental processing that is required during a 

task. In immersive VR environments, the multi-sensory experiences that take place combine 

detailed environments, spatial audio, and realistic navigation for users (Frazier et al., 2021). 

According to Chandler and Sweller (1991), the three types of cognitive load are: a) intrinsic, 

b) extraneous, and c) germane. Based on the definition of each category, we can underpin the 

immersive SALL space in our COIL project under the extraneous cognitive load (ECL). In 

order to conduct our project, multiple processes were involved that were not tightly coupled 

with the intended learning tasks due to the overwhelming exposure of participants to vast 

amounts of optical data in the VR environment. For example, a number of digital distractions, 

such as digital objects inside the VR environment irrelevant to the learning process, inhibited 

the interaction between the participants up to a certain point. In their study, Frederiksen et al. 

(2020) highlight such contributing factors that increase the ECL during immersion. In 

addition to the aforementioned VR environment exposure, other processes were needed to 

prepare and assist participants in how to navigate and interact in the AltspaceVR 

environment.  

Purpose  

Even though all VR applications are designed with an intended purpose in mind (i.e., 

to entertain, to inform, to communicate, and to design), these purposes might be combined 

depending on the target audience (Frazier et al., 2021). The immersive SALL in our COIL 
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project was used with the purpose of students communicating in the target language and 

enhancing their linguacultural learning. In this sense, the Dutch and Cypriot students engaged 

in task-based social interactions through the embodiment of customized avatars that 

resembled their real selves. 

Communicative Capability 

Communicative capability refers to the ability to communicate with other users using 

some built-in features in the application. In AltspaceVR, this was exemplified through the 

students’ gestured-based movements (head movements through the goggles and hand gestures 

and movements facilitated by the hand controllers), their ability to engage in text chat and 

oral communication, and the discovery of new knowledge about their partners’ cultural 

background and identity while being immersed in the SALL. In addition, the built-in search 

engine machines like Google or YouTube would contribute to facilitating and enriching 

communication processes. 

 

Designing the Immersive SALL Experience  

As previously stated, the intercultural project between Dutch and Cypriot students 

aimed at increasing their digital literacy as well as their intercultural competences and 

providing a virtual setting for practicing a foreign language by stimulating authentic 

communication with peers abroad. The different environments in AltspaceVR, known as 

“worlds,” served as language spaces where students could meet and communicate in the 

target language. Students used their own private spaces in which they could invite their 

international peers to carry out the communication tasks. In addition, they eventually 

interacted with the immersive virtual space, for example, by playing in a virtual basketball 

court (see Figure 2). In this case, the specific scenario would trigger meaningful interaction, 

where peers would exchange information about how to play basketball, how to throw the ball, 

score, and win. Students chose different places to carry out the communication tasks with 

their peers. Some chose a living room (Figure 1), while others preferred to conduct their 

conversation outside on the terrace (see Figure 3). These scenarios, in combination with the 

colorful graphics, contributed largely to creating a positive and safe atmosphere to conduct 

the interactions in a language they are learning. 
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Figure 2 

COIL Partners Interacting at the Basketball Court 

 
 

Figure 3 

Intercultural Conversations on the Terrace using English as a Lingua Franca 

 

 

The intercultural project took place in the spring semester in 2022 between 15 

students from Utrecht University in the Netherlands and 14 students from the Cyprus 

University of Technology in Cyprus. None of the students knew each other prior to the 

course. The project was implemented in the students’ courses “Language Education and ICT” 

(for the Dutch students) and “English for Chemical Engineering” (for the Cypriot students). 

The Cypriot students had a proficiency level in English ranging between B1 and B2 (CEFR) 

and the Dutch students between B2 and C1. Students were paired up for the whole project. 

Access to the immersive language space did not take place during class hours, nor did the 
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instructors interfere in the students’ exchanges. The project aimed at increasing student 

autonomy (Little, 2022) as a crucial factor to empower students in their learning process, 

while stimulating their positive attitudes, motivation, and engagement in the communication 

exchanges. The Dutch and Cypriot partners conversed synchronously in dyads in the SALL 

immersive space after making appointments that fitted their time schedule. Student autonomy 

was stimulated as much as possible in the VE project. The Dutch students borrowed the VR 

headsets at the university and took them home for the period of the project. They were 

responsible for charging them and keeping them in good condition for the conversations with 

their partner. The Cypriot partners could only access their headsets through their institution’s 

Makerspace, CUTing Edge. This was because the necessary number of headsets were not 

available. The COIL experience helped participants become more digitally literate in VR 

since all students learnt how to turn on the Oculus headsets, navigate themselves within the 

virtual space, and interact with the immersive world and other avatars. 

Technology-Mediated Task-Based Language Learning 

 Technology-mediated task-based language learning involves a fusion between 

technological innovation and tasks (Gonzalez-Lloret, 2016). Traditionally, task-based 

language learning (TBLT) is a communicative approach that focuses on authentic uses of the 

language through the implementation of real-world, purposeful tasks that make use of 

language one would use outside the classroom (Ellis, 2003). A conceptual basis for task-

based language teaching and learning is experiential learning which involves the learners’ 

engagement and reflection on several meaningful tasks. The reason why the authors decided 

to integrate TBLT in the present COIL project was to help students be responsible for their 

own learning and help them bring their personal experiences and contributions to share with 

their partners. Table 1 shows the tasks the students engaged in while being immersed in the 

SALL space.  

As can be seen from Table 1, the tasks were created to stimulate an open conversation 

among the partners on topics relevant to them. Moreover, the affordances of the immersive 

SALL space also provided both partners with the opportunity to upload videos, access 

Google Translator, or find a YouTube video while being immersed in the virtual environment. 

Specifically, for Task 2, students watched a 3D video of each other’s university premises and 

town to exchange ideas and comment on intercultural similarities and differences, which 
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would contribute to reshaping their cultural identities. Another example of the students’ 

autonomy in the project is the design of Task 3 by the Dutch students to carry out with their 

Cypriot partner. The main objective of the course Dutch students took was to provide them 

with both theoretical and experiential know-how about the varied ways in which technology 

can contribute to enriched language teaching pedagogies. Accordingly, once students had 

carried out two tasks in AltspaceVR and had learnt from their experience, they created the 

third task in small teams. One of these tasks involved the organization of an international 

party. During the interaction, the speech partners focused on the similarities and differences 

in their cultures. In terms of cultural learning, students first exchanged information about the 

specificities of the parties they had been to (number of people, music, general atmosphere, 

party themes, clothing, food, drinks, etc.), and then organized an international party 

incorporating cultural artifacts of these cultures. Linguistically, the communicative dialogues 

here helped students teach their partners some new words, for example, drinks and types of 

food from each culture in their own language. Google Translator allowed students to search 

for some words in their partners’ native language in an attempt to bridge differences and 

become more interculturally literate. 

 

Table 1 

The Four Tasks in the COIL Project  

 

Tasks Topic of task 

1 Getting to know each other 

2 Familiarization with the partners’ student and university life 

3 (Free task) designed by the Dutch students 

4 Reflecting on the COIL project 

 

Students’ Experiences 

Eleven Dutch and ten Cypriot students filled out a final questionnaire that aimed at 

gauging how participants perceived the innovative experience of engaging in a COIL project 

using a social high-immersion SALL VR space. Students found it easy to use the VR space 

(see Table 2). Although in general participants were positive about the whole VR exchange 

experience, a discrepancy was noticed between the perceptions of the Dutch and Cypriot 
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students, the latter ones being more enthusiastic. However, all of them valued the 

international dimension of the project highly and liked meeting and communicating with the 

international peers in the VR environment. 

 

Table 2  

Students’ Reported Experiences in the SHIVR Space (N = 21) 

 

Item NL CY 

 M SD M SD 

I found the VR environment difficult to use 1.8 0.9 1.9 0.7 

I like to communicate in this VR environment 3.3 0.9 4.6 0.5 

I like to meet students from other countries in this VR 

environment 

3.9 1.1 4.5 0.5 

I enjoyed the VR sessions 3.7 0.8 4.5 0.5 

This VR environment is nice 3.6 0.7 4.7 0.5 

I think VR is an effective system for practicing a 

foreign language 

3.4 1.1 4.4 0.5 

I liked the tasks I carried out with my partner 3.8 0.8 4.6 0.7 

The international dimension made the VR sessions 

more interesting 

4.5 0.8 4.5 0.5 

The VR sessions helped me discover new things about 

other people’s views, another culture 

4.0 1.0 4.4 0.7 

Note. Responses are on a 5-point Likert-scale (1. Strongly disagree - 5. Strongly agree). 

A possible reason that could explain this difference in perceptions between both 

groups of students could be related to cybersickness. Indeed, some Dutch students reported 

feeling nausea and headaches when using the Quest goggles for a long period of time. This 

occurs when someone enters the VR world for the first time; the person gets overwhelmed by 

the digital visual information overload, which is caused by increased usage of brain 

processing. In addition, the application itself could cause discomfort due to the technical 

aspects of the hardware. For example, the Quest 2 refreshment rate is better than the Quest 1. 

Refreshment rate refers to the frequency in which an image is updated in the VR display. A 

high refresh rate means that any possible discomfort or motion sickness is avoided, therefore 
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making the users' experience more comfortable.	This technological difference could be 

causing this physical discomfort experienced by the Dutch students. 

When asked what was positive of this VR-mediated self-access COIL experience, 

students mentioned “learning the ways in which VR can be used,” “to communicate with 

someone from a different cultural background,” “learning from each other in terms of 

differences between our cultures, universities, etc.” or “having an entirely new experience, 

which is fun to have tried out.” This student’s quote clearly shows the added value of using 

immersive SALL spaces to meet, collaborate, and communicate with international peers, 

while getting the sensation of being together in the same place.  

“I loved meeting somebody from a different country with a different culture and 

traditions. It’s really cool how you’re able to be in the same room at the same time and 

communicate with each other when in reality your over 500km apart.” 
 

Conclusion 

 The implementation of immersive SALL spaces in COIL projects is starting to gain 

attention. It holds great educational advantages for learners in the future as it opens up new 

venues for enriched language learning practices by placing meaningful intercultural 

communication processes mediated by a growing typology of technologies at the heart of 

linguaculture learning. In this line of thought, the social high-immersive VR environment 

favors situated contextualized linguaculture learning, where participants “sense” the self and 

the other as being present and immersed in the same space. This sense of presence in the 

immersive world, in conjunction with an avatar representation, seems to contribute to 

lowering speaking anxiety and enhancing student engagement in communication processes 

(Jauregi-Ondarra et al., 2021). In addition, learners can navigate themselves freely within the 

environment and gain control over their interactions without the interference of the instructor 

or the constraints of the physical space, hence contributing to empowering the autonomous 

learner (Little, 2022). 

Although students enjoyed the COIL experience, some of the Dutch students were 

critical about the use of VR for communication and language learning purposes. Although 

immersion might be beneficial for some students, others might feel it claustrophobic, 

especially when experiencing nausea and headaches from long usage of the goggles. Future 

research studies should continue to investigate cybersickness issues, as language learning and 

COIL experiences should be safe and engaging without provoking any physical hindrances. 
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In the present paper we have described a pedagogical experience aiming at enriching 

linguaculture learning processes and student digital literacy skills by enhancing learner 

autonomy in an international VE project using a social high-immersion VR environment as a 

SALL space. Future studies will need to provide additional results into how a blended 

approach to learning combining both instruction and technology-mediated SALL can best be 

implemented for linguaculture learning in diverse educational settings.  
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Abstract 
 

The Harvard Language Center, like many academic entities impacted by the pandemic, remains 
in a transitional phase in 2022. Though face-to-face instruction at Harvard resumed in the fall of 
2021, spaces like the Language Center continue to straddle the virtual and in-person realms. Our 
primary function is to provide pedagogical and technological support to language courses in the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences—a mission which we have been fortunate to be able to maintain 
without interruption over the last two years—but our contribution to the larger Harvard 
community is a virtual one, rooted in language-learner autonomy. Our Language Exchange 
program, with a database of over 800 active users from the Harvard community, began in the 
spring of 2020. In our discussion of the continued development of this program, we will consider 
the following questions: What does it mean to connect language learners for speaking practice in 
the age of increasingly sophisticated artificial intelligence (AI)? What are some of the 
advantages and pitfalls of an autonomously run database? How can the Language Exchange 
bolster the language programs at Harvard? How can the platform promote diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and belonging (DEIB)? What is the future of the program in terms of sustainability 
and scale? We will also consider how best to help build a sense of “community” when dealing 
with a heterogeneous group of language learners and how we plan to bring back elements of in-
person exchanges as we transition out of the pandemic mindset.  
 
ハーバード・ランゲージ・センターは、パンデミックの影響を受けた多くの学術団体と
同様に、2022年も過渡的な段階にある。ハーバード⼤学では 2021年秋に対⾯式の授業
が再開されましたが、ランゲージセンターのようなスペースは、バーチャルと対⾯の領
域にまたがって存在し続けています。私たちの主な役割は、⽂学部と理学部の語学コー
スに教育的・技術的サポートを提供することで、幸いにもこの 2年間中断することなく
続けてこられました。ハーバードのコミュニティから 800⼈以上のアクティブなユーザ
ーをデータベース化した⾔語交換プログラムは、2020年の春に始まりました。このプ
ログラムの継続的な発展についての議論では、次のような問いを考えていきます。AI
がますます⾼度化する時代に、⾔語学習者をつなげて話す練習をすることの意味は何
か？⾃律的に運⽤されるデータベースの利点と落とし⽳は何か？ランゲージ・エクスチ
ェンジは、ハーバード⼤学の⾔語プログラムをどのように強化することができるのか？
このプラットフォームは、どのようにして多様性、公平性、包括性、帰属性を促進する
ことができるのか？持続可能性と規模の観点から、このプログラムの将来はどうなるの
か？また、異種の⾔語学習者のグループを扱う際に、どのように「コミュニティ」の感
覚を構築するのがベストなのか、そして、パンデミックの考え⽅から移⾏する際に、ど
のように対⾯での交流の要素を復活させようと考えているのか、についても考えていき
ます。 

 

Keywords: language tandems, autonomous speaking practice, DEIB 
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Background 

The Harvard Language Exchange, in its most basic function, is a database of Harvard 

affiliates who wish to exchange speaking practice with other users. The authors of this article 

conceptualized the Language Exchange in the fall of 2019 as an answer to the shortage of 

university-wide programming aimed at Harvard members wishing to improve their speaking 

abilities in their non-native language(s). The staff of the Harvard Language Center (LC) 

launched the program in February 2020. Due to funding and time limitations at the time of 

conception, the database began as a Google spreadsheet that was populated from user responses 

on a Google form. The Language Exchange experienced a well-timed boost in usership in the 

spring of 2020 as the Harvard community was forced to social distance and shelter at home. 

Users could maintain—or begin to work on—their language skills through virtual meetups.  

As we planned for the 2022–2023 academic year, we found ourselves still searching for a 

sense of equilibrium, nearly 30 months after the pandemic reshaped our professional lives. One 

of the most pressing questions we continue to confront is how best to support our academic 

community in the shift back to the in-person realm. Through our Language Exchange platform, 

the LC is in the unique and enviable position of serving the entire population of Harvard 

affiliates interested or actively engaged in language learning. The emerging question, as we more 

fully reinhabit physical spaces together, is how we can fully develop this platform as an 

instrument of inclusivity and belonging. 

The LC is not a self-access language learning center, though we do hope that our 

Language Exchange program becomes a pathway towards becoming one. Rather, the primary 

mission of the LC was and continues to be to provide pedagogical and technological support to 

language courses in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS). From the onset of the pandemic 

through our resumption of in-person activities in the fall of 2021, we have been fortunate in our 

ability to maintain our core operations without interruption. Though face-to-face instruction 

resumed in the FAS last fall, almost every sector of the Harvard community (administration, 

faculty, staff, and student populations) has had to grapple with how much to prolong—and how 

much to abandon—the virtual routines developed during the height of the pandemic. Though all 

course meetings in the FAS are now as a matter of policy conducted in person, giving Harvard 

community members the option to participate in other activities at leisure and in their own 

preferred format is one way to help ease the transition. 
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The Harvard Language Exchange: Conception and Launch 

 Our Language Exchange program is in large part based on the answer to this question: 

How do we connect populations at Harvard that do not typically interact, while bolstering 

autonomous language practice? One does not have to dive deep to discover the extent of the 

nationalities and languages represented at Harvard: Not only are more than 80 languages 

represented in the course offerings in the FAS each year, but the university currently hosts more 

than 8,000 students from 150 countries (to say nothing of the international makeup of staff and 

faculty) (Harvard International Office, n.d.). The utility of the Language Exchange is also 

confirmed by its ability to reduce the boundaries between the traditionally walled-off Harvard 

communities. To give an idea of the scope of Harvard and the number of potential silos it 

contains, there are currently over 35,000 students and 17,000 staff members across 11 schools, 

and over 400,000 alumni globally; there are 40 departments within just the Faculty of Arts and 

Sciences. The Language Exchange, then, is intersectional not only in its mission to connect users 

from different nations and cultures, but also in its aim to cross the dividing lines between staff, 

faculty, and students at the University. Further, by inviting visiting scholars’ spouses and 

partners, alumni, and retired faculty and staff to register, we hope to bring together individuals 

from groups that may only have a passing awareness of each other’s existence. 

 What is the Language Exchange, in its current format? The platform is a website that 

allows Harvard affiliates to register for the user database, create a profile, and then search for a 

prospective speaking partner by language. Ideally, the user in question finds a partner who wants 

to enter a “tandem” that allows a true language exchange (i.e., an inverse match of language 

“known” and language “desired”). While it may be expected that one of the languages would be 

English—at an American university, at least—the multicultural and multilingual nature of 

Harvard’s population theoretically permits an infinite number of combinations. Users can accept 

or decline proposed matches and opt out of the program at any time. 

 This Language Exchange is not unique in its basic outlines; Dickinson College’s The 

Mixxer (https://www.language-exchanges.org/) and tandem.net both offer a database of language 

partners from around the world. Until the arrival of COVID, the LC itself was the physical space 

used by Harvard students in Portuguese courses for a virtual language exchange with students at 

UNESP (Universidade Estadual Paulista) called Teletandem. Unlike The Mixxer or Teletandem, 

the Language Exchange was created for the sole usage by Harvard community members, 
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bringing together partners with a shared sense of not only geography, but also of the academic 

culture at the heart of the Harvard experience. The Language Exchange was born out of a sense 

of the difficulties that international members of any given academic institution face when trying 

to both hone their language skills and find authentic social interactions. As members of a 

decentralized organization, Harvard affiliates may struggle to build personal relationships, to feel 

as though they belong in the larger community. Even within one’s own department, a student or 

staff member may well feel isolated when opportunities for socialization are scarce, and highly 

competitive environments can obscure the potential for interpersonal exchanges. Since the 

COVID era began, this problem has only become more deeply entrenched, as society as a whole 

suffered the effects of prolonged isolation. By restricting access to the Exchange to Harvard 

users, we hope to better cross the invisible but enduring lines of demarcation between each group 

and to help foster a sense of intimacy and empathy among our colleagues and fellow scholars. 

 The Language Exchange, as we have conceived it and are promoting it, provides an 

opportunity for the community to engage with one another in new roles, valorizing the cultures 

and knowledge that each member of the community brings to the relationship. We rolled out our 

basic database through Google Drive in February of 2020, and launched our custom-made, 

Harvard IT-designed website in February of 2021. In its initial conception as a Google 

spreadsheet, the Language Exchange was a generic template that could be replicated by anyone 

with a Google account and sufficient time and patience to regulate the database’s usership. When 

we turned to Harvard IT for a custom platform—necessarily, as our database grew and we 

wanted to offer more security and flexibility to our users—we discovered how little involvement 

was required on our part. All on their own, users registered, then searched for and found 

potential partners. In many ways, the timing for the publication of our online platform was 

fortuitous: We no doubt received a boost in usership with the onset of pandemic lockdowns and 

continued remote learning in 2020–2021. A possible question that prospective users of the 

Language Exchange may ask is whether online or smartphone-based language apps are sufficient 

for the needs of a self-guided language learner. While there is a plethora of virtual language-

learning platforms available to the general public—and, no doubt, many Harvard affiliates who 

have benefitted from their existence during remote teaching and learning—there is currently no 

artificial intelligence (AI), no matter how sophisticated, that can take the place of authentic 

conversation during the process of language learning. During “conversation” with AI bots, for 
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example, prompts and responses are typed rather than spoken (Tu, 2020, p. 9). And while AI-

generated and -supported language platforms can be useful additives in language learning, as 

Robert Godwin-Jones points out, human “virtual exchanges” are what will lead to increased 

cultural awareness: “personal relationships often develop through virtual exchanges. Those can 

serve to build a sense of global solidarity as well as intercultural competence” (Godwin-Jones, 

2019, p. 10). It is the simultaneously autonomous and collaborative nature of the Language 

Exchange that makes it so well suited to motivated learners. Users, if they are to take full 

advantage of partnerships, must self-register and search for a suitable match, set up meetings, 

and maintain partnerships. The nature of meetings of Language Exchange partners is also 

mutual, but self-determined: They may meet whenever they’d like, in person or virtually. We are 

therefore asking for a significant buy-in on the part of users, so that they feel a sense of 

ownership over their linguistic journey.  

 To find some examples of how the Language Exchange has encouraged the breaking 

down of inter-school and inter-departmental barriers at Harvard, we can turn to some of the 

testimonials we received from participants when we reached out to them for feedback. A student 

in the Division of Continuing Education mentioned that she had made friends from different 

schools and learned about their academic, cultural, and personal experiences. A postdoctoral 

fellow in Applied Physics similarly said that his experience went beyond linguistic improvement; 

he and his partners “exchanged on [their] respective cultures” and “have become good friends.” 

A student at Harvard Law School, April Xu, even wrote an entire Substack newsletter entry 

discussing the long-lasting benefits of her relationships with her partners. Her experiences 

provide one of the clearest demonstrations of the value of the Language Exchange to Harvard 

community members:  

It is always fascinating to not only chat about more mundane aspects of life, but also 

more specifically about my language exchange partners’ politics-related research and get 

to know more about what it’s like to be a visiting scholar and what it’s like to be a 

professor in Japan. In turn, they often ask me about life as a law student, judicial law 

clerk, and now, practicing attorney. It’s refreshing to be able to exchange information not 

only on various cultural, historical, and literary contexts, but also professional ones. (Xu, 

2022) 
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Diversity, Inclusion, Equity, and Belonging: Creating Empathy in the Virtual Encounter 

There are few, if any, Harvard-specific social platforms that are potentially as inclusive 

as the Language Exchange. As mentioned above, any Harvard affiliate is eligible to register, and 

there are no linguistic or geographic requirements; one can be a novice- or advanced-level 

speaker, living in Cambridge itself or residing halfway across the globe. We do not even require 

a true “exchange,” if it is not sought: Native speakers who are eager to reengage with their own 

language can simply search for a conversation partner within the database. But it is not enough 

simply for the platform to exist: To foster authentic understanding, we must extend the invitation 

to those who may have not always felt seen or welcomed. We must give Harvard affiliates the 

tools to not only gain invaluable experience in a second (or third, or fourth) language, but to find 

a sense of belonging and acceptance. 

Over the last several years, much has been made in the American media of the power of 

insularity and “echo chambers” (Bäck et al., 2018; Nguyen, 2018); breaking through our walls 

often means putting ourselves in new, and sometimes uncomfortable, situations. The beauty of 

learning a language is that we constantly see this proven in our incremental growth, both in the 

language itself as well as in the expansion of our cultural horizons. The mission of the Language 

Exchange, then, extends beyond mere language practice. It opens doors to new ways of thinking, 

facilitating an encounter with the other, allowing for a new sense of empathy. 

This spring, we applied to the Harvard Culture Lab Innovation Fund (HCLIF), whose 

mission is “to uncover solutions for pressing challenges in diversity, equity, inclusion, and 

belonging.” The funding from the program is used to experiment with and expand “ideas that 

strive to create a culture change at Harvard” (Harvard Office for Equity, Diversity, Inclusion & 

Belonging, n.d.). We felt that, given the scope of our audience and the multicultural and 

multilingual nature of the program, the Language Exchange was an ideal candidate for the 

HCLIF. Diversity and inclusion are essential aspects of language-learning environments, and 

diversity can cut across several facets of university life: “diversity among language educators 

and learners can refer to the representation of individuals of different race, gender, ethnic, 

linguistic, national, sexual, and social class identities” (Anya & Randolph, 2019, p. 23). The 

Language Exchange was fortunate to receive Culture Lab funding for Fiscal Year 22–23. The 

challenge for us now is to determine how we can make the Language Exchange a true locus for 

belonging. The weakness of the Exchange, as it stands, hinges upon what could also be its 
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greatest strength: the existence of a broad and engaged user base. As it stands, with around 800 

users and more than 350 matches, major world languages are well represented, while less 

commonly spoken languages have a fairly meager presence. Additionally, though we see the 

autonomous nature of the database as one of its greatest assets, having a global view of 

matches—and prospective matches—would no doubt be a useful perspective at times; arranging 

partnerships for those who are unaware of the best possible matches or are diffident about 

reaching out too widely could be a valuable service. Without attempting to change the nature of 

the Language Exchange platform through this type of intervention, however, we are hopeful that 

the HCLIF will allow us to offer users both better support and more options in terms of partners. 

It is unlikely that we will be able to address every shortcoming immediately: Only time 

and continued growth can solve the problem of a dearth of less commonly spoken languages in 

the database, for example. We can, on the other hand, cast as wide a net as possible in terms of 

recruitment, and offer a variety of resources to those who find themselves searching for a more 

secure footing when starting out in a partnership. To the first point, we plan to boost our social 

media presence and make our database site mobile-friendly, as well as further exploring search 

engine optimization (SEO). The secret to reaching all the parties at Harvard one wants to reach, 

across the vast stretches between departments and schools, has yet to be unlocked, but we are 

hopeful the Language Center and the Language Exchange gain more visibility through winning 

the HCLIF. We are fortunate to have several partners in this endeavor: Harvard University IT 

designed our platform; the Harvard International Office has helped spread the word among 

visiting students and scholars; and finally, the undergraduate organization that represents 

international students in Harvard College, the Woodbridge International Society, will focus on 

bringing undergraduates into the fold. As we have recognized that not all participants in the 

Language Exchange have a background in formal language learning, we are developing a 

companion site to our database. This “Language Exchange User Guide” will not only offer 

updates about in-person events and offer language-learning resources, it will also contain several 

“itineraries” for users who would like some guidance when first venturing into their partnerships 

(Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 

Language Exchange Companion Site Conversation “Itineraries” 

 

 

 

A product of the diligent work of Harvard doctoral candidate Emma Zitzow-Childs, the 

user guide offers the possibility of continued linguistic discovery for Language Exchange 

participants. Users will be able to self-assess their level of proficiency based on “can-do” 

statements and follow the cues in the itineraries for either novice, intermediate, or advanced 

speakers, which they can identify themselves as within the Language Exchange platform. 

Signposted “grammar nuggets” will give speakers at each level the opportunity to discover and 

implement level-appropriate grammatical constructions (Figure 2). Though we are necessarily 

using English as the model for the grammatical sidebars, given Harvard’s location and the 

assumed “universal” language, we offer an explanation that these “nuggets” may not apply to all 

languages spoken in Language Exchange partnerships. When we provide materials for self-

guided learning in the future, we are hoping to offer alternatives to this model. 
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Figure 2 

Example of an Itinerary with “Grammar Nuggets” 

 

  

Lastly, and importantly in this transitional phase of the pandemic, we plan to host in-person 

events to bring a sense of balance to a program that has been, to this point, conducted almost 

entirely in the virtual realm. To be an autonomous learner does not mean to learn alone. Human 

interaction is essential to realizing the great possibilities of linguistic exchange. With that in 

mind, we would like to invite users to our physical space, if they are willing, so that they have an 

even greater sense of belonging to a community of language learners. This use of space will 

likely range from the ability to reserve rooms for meetings of Language Exchange partners or 

participants in language tables, to more targeted activities, such as ice-breaker sessions and 

workshops with invited speakers. 
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Conclusion: Beyond the Language Exchange 

Mindful as we are of the importance of contributing to our community, we must ask 

ourselves how we will continue to serve Harvard not only at the level of the individual, but also 

at the institutional level. Though the University continues to offer a wide range of language 

courses, the language departments have not been spared the crisis of declining enrollments of the 

last decade (Looney & Lusin, 2019). The Language Center cannot single-handedly bring back an 

era of flourishing language classrooms, but we can act as a gateway for Language Exchange 

users to become more deeply invested in their growth as speakers and to spread the word about 

their positive experiences. In conjunction with and beyond the Language Exchange itself, then, 

we are in the planning phase of offering self-access language learning materials to Harvard 

members, primarily for less commonly spoken languages. Because we are not currently and have 

never been a self-access learning center, this initiative would allow the Language Center to 

broaden its mission and to reimagine how we can serve Harvard community members. In our 

role as the general representatives for language learning at Harvard, we can continue to serve the 

community by granting greater access to language resources. We hope that the Language 

Exchange acts as an inspiration for users to seek further linguistic challenges, and a means to 

help knit the Harvard community together in ways that have heretofore not been attempted.  
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