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Abstract 

In the 2017-2018 academic year, the Self-Access Learning Center at Kanda University of 

International Studies moved into a new purpose-built building. This new building has 

afforded many opportunities to rethink the place of resources in the center, as well as what 

constitutes resources and how we can facilitate their use. The move has also presented 

numerous challenges to which advising team and other support staff have had to react 

rapidly. This report reflects on tasks, processes, and approaches taken by the two resource 

coordinators and resource teams for the 2017-2018 academic year. It also provides further 

commentary on our expanding definitions of resources, as well as how they are being 

approached by resource teams and others, both within the limits of resource coordination and 

without, and in addition to future directions. 

 

Keywords: Self-access, resources, materials, space and place 

 

 

This paper is written by the Self-Access Learning Center (SALC) resource 

coordinators at Kanda University of International Studies (KUIS) primarily to report changes 

in scope and activities carried out in managing our resources moving into and through this 

academic year (AY 2017-2018). To expand and help readers further understand our situation, 

we have also included information related to our work with resources that is coordinated in 

combination with or by colleagues (i.e. learning communities, language policy). We hope that 

this report might prove helpful to others working in the field who want to get a sense of the 

direction the field is heading in terms of expanding definitions of resources, and we offer 
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some concrete examples of how our center is handling this movement (in addition to its own 

contextual considerations). For this report, resources for language learning can include all 

three: Materials, spaces, and people. While they mostly receive separate treatment here for 

convenience and clarity, there are in fact many overlaps between the three as they are all 

variables in the use of the center as a complex, dynamic, eco-social system (Murray, 2017).  

 

Background 

Self-access centers (SACs) and self-access learning centers (SALCs) started at 

universities in the late 1960’s, if by other names. SACs and SALCs tend to be language 

learning oriented, and they were conceived as places to support language learning and 

development outside of classroom confines. Many SACs are built as constructivist learning 

environments, and learner autonomy features as one of the traditional primary tenets in the 

development of these centers. Nowadays, SACs are no longer limited to universities, but are 

also located in high schools and occasionally in community centers around the world. Some 

countries have taken up the call for these kinds of places more strongly than others, such as 

Mexico, the UK, France, Thailand, New Zealand, and Hong Kong (Mynard, forthcoming). In 

Japan’s case, there are over 800 universities, and only currently 38 language learning spaces 

included in the Japan Association for Self-Access Learning (JASAL) registry. Still, self-

access is a growing field and appears to be garnering further attention and support as time 

goes on. 

A major component of SACs is their resources. However, they should not be seen as 

simply materials repositories akin to language learning libraries. Resources include whatever 

can be used for a positive effect on language learning and development. Further, as with any 

skill, language development relies not only on learning, but also on practice, meaning 

resources are not only related to acquiring new linguistic information, but also to language 

use. As such, beyond materials, people and spaces, as well as their arrangements and 

structures, have mediating effects on language use and provide certain linguistic affordances 

(Edlin, 2016, forthcoming; Murray, 2014; van Lier, 2004), and thus these are included in our 

definition of resources. 

 

Context 

Kanda University of International Studies is an international university located in 

Makuhari, Chiba City, Japan. It has around 4000 undergraduate students, all of whom have 

iPads (relevant to discussions of materials), and it has one of Japan’s preeminent SACs, 
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called the SALC (originally for Self-Access Learning Centre, and now with the changed 

spelling of Self-Access Language Center). It is well-staffed, and this year, there were five 

assistant managers (AMs), two production designers (PDs), 10 full-time learning advisors 

(LAs), and the director, who is also a learning advisor. Two of the LAs also share a resource 

coordinator position. The SALC is additionally helped by student staff, known as SALCers, 

who assist in carrying out day-to-day tasks. The SALC started in 2002 in two small 

classrooms with a wall knocked out between them in an older building in the university. In 

response to its popularity among students, the school had a full floor set aside for the SALC 

when they then opened Building 6, where it would be located for more than a decade. The 

2017-2018 academic year at Kanda University of International Studies saw the move of 

advisors and resources from the SALC in Building 6 to the new, purpose-built Building 8. 

This presented many challenges for the SALC team, especially in terms of managing 

resources leading to and during the move. 

 

Materials 

Preparation in the prior year 

As the move into the new building would prove to be a daunting task, we wanted to 

prune out materials to make the move more manageable. This process was initiated and 

overseen by the prior resource coordinator over the year leading up to the move, starting in 

2015 and through the start of 2017. The assistant managers also provided the advisors with 

lists of materials that had not been checked out more than a handful of times in the prior few 

years. Some materials also did not stand the test of time in terms of content. The idea was to 

check if these materials were still useful or if they could be safely discarded. However, there 

was also the possibility that many materials could be used within the SALC without being 

checked out. Advisors were each in charge of two materials sections, defined by type (e.g. 

reading, writing, pronunciation, business, study abroad, etc.) and they reviewed these less-

used materials to make the final judgment as to whether to keep or discard materials. At one 

point in the past, the SALC had over 10,000 physical materials. Prior to the move, we aimed 

to prune approximately 30% of the collection. It should be noted, though, that we also 

ordered more than 1000 materials prior to the move as we had numerous materials stained, 

sun-bleached, or otherwise damaged by age. 

 

 

 



181 
 

The move 

The move to the new building did not happen until quite a bit later than originally 

anticipated. Though it was in time for the beginning of the academic year, teachers and 

advisors had little time to get situated. While English courses in the school have majorly 

transitioned to digital materials that students interact with on their iPads, the SALC still has 

many physical materials. This meant we had to find space and try to organize the materials in 

a short period of time. The materials were brought over in boxes during the spring vacation, 

and we came back before the semester began to start unloading and organizing these 

materials in the new center. 

 

Materials organization 

In the time moving up to the 2017-2018, we tried to scout out possible areas to store 

and display materials. While the old SALC was built around the materials, the new SALC is 

built to be a social space, with materials around the periphery instead of in the center. The 

final physical space turned out to be slightly different than we were expecting, so while we 

had planned to place materials according to a map we were given prior to the move, some 

locations had to be changed. Not having much time to organize our materials in the new 

space prior to the start of the semester in this initial move, we had to make quick judgment 

calls as to where materials would be placed. One of the current resource project teams is 

focusing on facilitating students’ selection and use of academic materials. Moving into the 

new academic year, they are going to try and re-categorize materials to new designations (for 

example, from ‘reading’ to ‘academic reading’) to make it easier to discern which materials 

are academic-focused or leisure-focused (skills-based reading materials vs. reading for 

pleasure in this case). 

 

Ordering 

Learning advisors had been in charge of two sections each, along with an assistant 

manager. Prior to the move, this had been for curation and pruning of materials. After the 

move it was used primarily for purposes of populating materials recommendation pathways. 

It is possible for LAs to order materials from outside their sections, but they need to include 

information for ordering the material as well as a rationale for its acquisition. Before placing 

orders, the recommended material is checked by several parties for relevance (the resource 

coordinators, at least one AM, and usually at least one other LA who helps oversee a section). 

The vast majority of material requests are approved, as the requests tend to be thoughtful and 
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predicated on student need. Students can also make materials recommendations at the 

SALC’s front counter, which then go through the AMs and, depending on the material, 

sometimes also through the LA in charge of the material’s section. The AM in charge of 

materials ordering then looks at the resource the student wants to have included in the SALC 

and compared it against criteria for resources in the SALC. A response to requests is posted 

with either an approval or denial and rationale for the final decision. 

 

Displays 

In the prior SALC building, due to spatial limitations, it was sometimes difficult to 

find enough display space for our materials. We also had a large number of very high and 

very low shelves which made materials harder to look at (relative to user height). Most of 

these very low and very high shelves have been eliminated in the new SALC, and we have 

shelves whose tops are easily viewable to most users and can used to display materials. Past 

internal research shows that SALC users place a high importance on the physical condition of 

materials, and often take materials’ aesthetic into account when selecting resources. Simply 

displaying a material facing front, when that breaks the pattern of how these materials are 

stored, creates a natural sort of recommendation and provides visual information that may 

draw users in to look further. 

One of the things we can do now that we have a larger space is increase the number 

and variety of displays. In the prior building, Building 6, we had a single, clear front entrance 

to the SALC, whereas the new Building 8 SALC has two large entrances, with neither one 

being a clear front. We now have display areas near each of these two entrances. One is used 

primarily for recommended materials, often along a monthly or seasonal theme, while the 

other is used to showcase new materials. 
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Figure 1. New Materials Display 
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Figure 2. Monthly/Thematic Materials Display Wall 

 

Recommendations 

Coming into the new building, we knew that recommendations would be important. 

This is supported by prior research in internal, unpublished studies that showed students 

highly appreciate recommendations, especially when they feel unsure of how to otherwise 

discern whether some particular material might be a good resource for them. Our old 

recommendation system consisted of small cards given to each advisor, which allowed us to 

write a short recommendation using a marking pen. One of the drawbacks, some advisors 

noted, was that the recommendation would be erased and lost in order to then reuse the cards 

to recommend new materials. In addition, writing with a marking pen meant that the 

recommendations were too short or difficult for users to read. The learning advisors sought 

out several ways in which to make recommendations more relevant, more numerous, and 

more permanent, through the following projects: 

Materials pathways. One difficulty students have traditionally had with resources is 

not knowing good ways to use them. Expanding on a project that was begun by the prior 

resource coordinator, LAs highlighted either specific materials or types of materials in each 

section and gave sample activities that students could engage in with these materials. 
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Figure 3. Materials Recommendations with Usage Pathways 

 

Recommendation folders and blurbs. In order to include more information that 

students could use, one of the resource coordinators arranged clear folders with advisors’ 

names and faces on them in which we could easily include printed recommendations. As the 

old cards used whiteboard pens that did not erase easily from the laminated surface, the new 

cards have been easier to replace or update, and they allow us to include more information 

about the material or how to use it. These new recommendation folders did not replace the 

old recommendation cards, but rather are used in addition to them. 
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Figure 4. An Advisor’s Clear Folder Recommendation for Materials on Display 

 

Recommendation tags. The SALC seems to become busy by peaks and troughs 

throughout the year, and at some points it can be difficult for LAs to find the time to update 

recommendations with lengthy text, or it can otherwise be difficult to find a spot for a larger 

recommendation card. One of the resource coordinators also made small tags with magnets 

on the back which can be affixed to the metal railing on shelves next to, under, or over 

materials on display. There are two varieties of these smaller recommendation tags--one type 

with advisor names, and one type with advisor faces. 
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Figure 5. Two Types of Recommendation Tags 

 

Crowd-sourced recommendation system [for graded readers]. A common concern 

of students in selecting graded readers is not knowing what books they will like (Goldberg & 

Ramonda, 2014). This year, one of the resource coordinators worked alongside an English 

teacher with programming experience to develop a crowd-sourced recommendation system as 

an app for iPad. There were various obstacles that were encountered due to an old 

cataloguing system in the SALC which covered up the ISBN tags and required development 

time. The basic infrastructure is now in place and is has been piloted for graded readers 

students in one of the teacher’s classes, and the app is going through a final debug process 

before being made available to all students in the coming school year. In lieu of the ISBN 

tags, the app uses image recognition to discern which book some particular resource is 

according to its cover. Once a book is recognized, students can leave reviews and feedback or 

read them. There are several rating criteria used to assess various aspects of the quality of a 

material, and the system was constructed to make it quick and easy for students to leave 

feedback about materials. The reviews can be left by students, advisors, teachers, or anyone 

else in the university wishing to contribute to the database of feedback for these graded 

readers. By using the app, students can see quickly how particular books were received by 

other students. The underlying architecture is in place, which can allow for future expansion 

with other materials, but the app will probably remain limited to graded readers at least for 

the start of the 2018-2019 academic year. 
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Resource information sharing amongst advisors. At regular intervals we held 

sharing sessions amongst advisors for both digital resources and TOEIC materials. These 

sessions could be expanded in the future. They were useful in raising awareness among the 

advisors of good materials we can recommend to students, as well as being helpful in 

generating information on usage pathways for these materials so that we can make 

recommendations on not only what to use, but how to use it. This creates more opportunities 

to create bridges between students and appropriate resources through written, face-to-face, or 

incidental advising. 

 

Space 

Space as a resource 

The shift in some SACs in recent years has been from materials repository (akin to a 

language-focused library) to social learning space. As digital resources become more widely 

used and wide-spread, this role of SACs as social spaces will continue to become further 

highlighted and even more important. This supports the ideas of language and learning as 

social activity, and it accounts for social constructivism, providing an area for students to 

work alongside both domain experts and near-peers outside of their time in class. This will in 

fact be one of our SALC’s main focuses moving forward, and this year we have a separate, 

specific SALC communities coordinator position held by another LA. 

 

Concepts of environmental design, and space and place for development 

Heading into the new SALC, part of how we conceptualized the space was informed 

by Edlin’s (2016) principles of design for self-access language learning environments. The 

principles attend to creating a space that is physiologically and psychologically conducive to 

learning. It should be noted, however, that while these principles were a focus of the advising 

team at the time of the design process, they went somewhat ignored by the design firm that 

was hired by the university. Thus, they have been approached by the advising team from a 

developmental perspective since moving into the new building as we work with what is 

within our control. Expanding on those principles, much of the direction of the current SALC 

and its development as a learning environment is derived from Murray’s (2014) commentary 

on space and place, as well as his outlook on SACs as self-enriching complex dynamic 

ecosocial systems (2017). The idea is that space refers to a physical space, and place is what a 

space becomes through the activities of the people in it and their beliefs about it. 
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Maps 

 

Figure 6. SALC Sections Map 

 

As our move into the new SALC happened just before the start of the term, the 

current map reflects early iterations of organization in the new environment. As sections and 

spaces have been revised and changed, we need to rework the map to match the current 

reality of the SALC, which is happening as we move into the coming academic year. Our 

maps offer a guide by which students can find spaces and materials both. 

 

Signage 

Good signage employs good information design and positively supports user 

experience by helping them navigate the center and find and use materials or other resources. 

After our move, signage was created for our new center, listing out the full name of a section, 

with the color and abbreviation letter(s) corresponding to a section as it is listed on our SALC 

map. The following photo is an example, which has the ‘Ex’ for examinations and ‘G’ for 

grammar, along with their colors as correspond to examination and grammar materials’ 

locations in the SALC as listed on our map. The coordination between the map and physical 
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signs is viewed as important in supporting clarity and removing barriers to access by helping 

students easily identify materials’ sections and locations while minimizing cognitive load so 

that learners’ energy and attention can be better reserved for study, practice, or other tasks 

(see Carey, 2014: Edlin, 2016). 

 

 

Figure 7. Example Materials Section Signage 

 

Reorganization of materials 

After the first semester, we had an opportunity and some time to revisit the 

organization of sections and materials in the SALC. During this time, we rearranged several 

sections based on student usage patterns, and according to natural patterns for grouping 

among materials. For example, vocabulary and grammar sections shifted over to a large shelf 

which housed most of our examination materials, as outside of classrooms, this may be a 

common driver for students to use these resources. The rest of our four skills materials stayed 

on a separate shelf, as they tend to be less examination-centric in their approaches. 

 

Furniture moves 

The effects of the layout and qualities of furniture on learning, both in regard to self-

study and via social interaction, cannot be understated. Thus far, furniture has been moved to 

accommodate students in a particular space, in terms of seating comfort (seats and chairs), 

privacy, and social interaction. A prime example is the seating arrangements in the English 
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Lounge area on the second floor. It is a carry-over from the old SALC’s ‘yellow sofas’ area, 

in which students would relax comfortably and use English. After learning that students had a 

difficult time approaching others there, in part because it was intimidating when skilled 

speakers (either teachers or students) were all clustered and already in conversation, we tried 

rearranging the furniture (see Chen & Mynard, 2018 (this issue) for more details). This was 

important for us in particular due to the language policy on the second floor, which is an 

English only policy (detailed below), and within which we want learners to feel comfortable 

and be able to approach and meet others. An area near the end was also created specifically 

for those who want to approach others whom they do not know for conversation, staffed by 

SALCers and an LA, called the Chat Spot. For more information on the language policy, this 

move, and the Chat Spot, you can also read Imamura (2018, this issue).  

 

Language policy 

The old SALC was all an English-Only space, but the policy of the new SALC is to 

have a multilingual first floor and an English-only second floor. This helps satisfy a diversity 

of learner skill and anxiety levels. It is also helpful to support advising in Japanese when 

needed. For more discussion on the language policy, see Imamura’s “Adopting and Adapting 

to New Language Policies in a Self-Access Centre in Japan” (2018, this issue). 

 

Orientations 

Every year, the LAs conduct orientations for classes of freshman students, but this 

year, being located in a new building, all students are new students to the building. All 

faculty and staff are new to the building too, for that matter. That has meant we have a large 

need and demand for orientations, and perhaps larger than we could easily handle amongst 

LAs in the first semester. To try and help streamline the process, LAs have worked on 

creating iBook orientation materials. This was a project that actually began in our last year in 

the old SALC, and it was updated and expanded to cover more information in the new SALC. 

These iBooks can ostensibly be used without an LA, but it is usually the case that LAs visit 

classes, introduce the iBooks, bring students to visit the SALC, and act as a support as 

students work through the activities in which they can experience and learn about using the 

center. Continuing development of these introductory resources to our center is happening in 

response to research and feedback on the materials and student experiences. 
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People 

By people as resources, we do not mean in the traditional sense of human resources 

for work, but in terms of increased opportunities for learning and interaction afforded by 

individuals in our center, groups of learners, and communities. These people may be various 

people working in the SALC, students using the SALC, or even other visitors. Others as boon 

for learning is supported by constructivist learning theories, including sociocultural learning 

theory (see Vygotsky, 1962; 1978), and Wenger’s communities of practice (1998). Thus, this 

year has seen a renewed focus on connecting people and developing community in our 

SALC, as well as providing spaces and places for them to be and act. 

 

Future Directions through Resource Research and Development Groups 

In addition to the actions and activities detailed above, there are various ongoing 

research projects and resource development projects being approached by either individual 

LAs or in groups, and sometimes in conjunction with teachers or other university faculty. In 

addition to work on their own projects, LAs were clustered according to research interests so 

that they could generate ideas, develop research to find out more about topics of interest, try 

interventions, and get feedback from others. These clusters are broadly related to the 

following areas: Digital and online materials, SALC usability and promotion, examinations, 

and academic resources. 

 

Digital and online resources team 

Library digital collections. One project carried out this year involved raising student 

awareness of access to a digital collection of reading materials through our university library. 

While information was assumed by LAs to be useful, an information session was not well 

attended by students. There seemed to be more interest in learning about the information 

among teachers who could use the collections for their classes. While the exact reason for 

low student participation in these information sessions cannot be determined, we speculate 

that it is perhaps the case that using the system on their own presents too many barriers to 

access to be an appealing resource for students. Future iterations of information sessions may 

target teachers who could use these resources for class collections. 

Copyright in Japan. Another project is focused on finding out more about copyright 

and how it applies to our materials. We have been unable to reproduce covers of materials for 

visual recommendations for some time due to fear of copyright infringement. Further 
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examination of copyright law, and in particular in educational contexts, has led us to find we 

can have pictures of materials if they are of a small size or comprise a small portion of the 

picture, or that we are able to use cover photos when used in a book list, center information, 

or book reviews in physical print (though notably, not digitally in this manner under current 

copyright law in Japan). The literature on copyright is cumbersome and complex, and there is 

still more for us to read and understand. Further knowledge about educational copyright law 

in Japan will help us craft more effective policy toward material recommendations and 

promotion in the coming year, especially on social media accessed by the students. It may be 

important to know that, under Japanese copyright law, a SAC is likely to fall into 

considerations for libraries rather than classes, aside from classes that might be specifically 

held in a center (e.g. our effective language learning courses). 

Graded reader image recognition app for crowdsourced feedback and 

recommendations. This app was mentioned above in the recommendations section, and it 

has been a considerable amount of work over the course of this academic year. The pilot and 

subsequent debugging are being finished now, so the app can likely be made available for 

deployment to all students in the coming academic year. 

iBeacons. This year our center acquired iBeacons. These beacons are used to get 

better information on how many unique users are coming to the SALC and where they are 

spending their time. However, the beacons are capable of much more, and it is possible that 

they could be used in the future not just to gather data, but to push data to students’ iPads or 

iPhones to help them navigate toward sections or to make recommendations by resource type. 

This is an ongoing area of interest and we are hoping to learn how we can develop our use of 

the beacons further in the coming academic year. 

 

Usability and promotion resources team 

Movie recommendation cards. New recommendation cards for movies have been 

introduced recently. These offer a pathway for peer recommendations of movies and give a 

space to describe the movie or why it is being recommended. Such recommendation systems 

may be expanded in the coming year. 

Center orientation materials. Revision of orientation iBooks and other digital 

materials is being spearheaded by one of the LAs in this group. We are hoping to craft this as 

an anytime reference that students can look back to throughout the year when needed, 

reducing barriers to access and increasing the center’s usability for students. 
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Examinations resources team 

Examination support sheets. A self-diagnostic sheet for the TOEIC test and a 

TOEFL ITP instruction sheet were created because the majority of students are studying 

those tests for various reasons (academic, professional, and/or personal). These could be 

expanded upon in the future. 

IELTS speaking practice support resources. Moving into the next year, one goal is 

to revise and further develop speaking practice materials for students interested in taking 

IELTS. IELTS is somewhat popular among students who will use their score for study 

abroad, and it is a test of choice for those students looking for a test score that will reflect 

their speaking skills. These materials may be used to practice with advisors, teachers, peers, 

or others. 

Materials categorization. Further classification of textbooks in the examinations 

section to categorize them and differentiate between practice tests and skill development texts 

is one goal in the coming year. 

 

Academic resources team 

Reorganization of academic, skills-based materials. As previously detailed in 

organization of materials, this resource group is interested in organizing materials so that 

students can more easily find the types of material they are looking for. For example, 

academic, skills-based reading materials would be distinguished and separated from leisure 

reading materials. 

 

Conclusion 

 The SALC’s move into a new building this year presented both many opportunities 

and challenges. While it necessitated a lot of work, the two resource coordinators were able, 

with the help of a SALC team that also includes AMs, PDs, and SALCers, to complete 

numerous projects that reduce barriers to access and improve usability of materials and 

spaces as resources. There are various continuing projects moving forward, and the coming 

years will certainly see increased focus on space, people as learning resources, and the 

overlap of the two in terms of place being a space that is socially constructed, and which 

affords opportunities for action and interaction that can lead to learning. 
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Notes on the Contributors 

Curtis Edlin is a learning advisor at Kanda University of International Studies, and he is co-

resource coordinator in the Self-Access Learning Center. He holds an MA TESOL from SIT 

Graduate Institute in Vermont, USA, and his research interests include learning environment 

design and grounded pedagogy.  

 

Yuri Imamura is a learning advisor at Kanda University of International Studies, and she is 

also co-resource coordinator in the Self-Access Learning Center. She holds an MA TEFL 

from the University of Birmingham, UK. Her research interests are L2 motivation and self-

access management. 
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