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Abstract

This paper reports on fact-finding visits to two
Japanese Universities with established self-access
language centers in October 2009. It compares and

contrasts the facilities, purpose, philosophy, and

achievements of their respective programs.

The results of a survey conducted in November
2009 among 760 students taking compulsory English
classes (aimed at lst and 2nd year students) at
Tohoku University are also reported. The survey
asked students about their current language study

habits, attitudes, and needs.

Then the current situation at Tohoku University is
briefly outlined and a possible path for Tohoku
University to take in considering self-access language

study resources is suggested.

Introduction

Independent study is particularly important for
languages because of the need for extensive practice
in order to gain practical proficiency. In an EFL
(English as a Foreign Language) situation, such as
the one in Japan, students who wish to develop their
practical communication skills must find ways to do
so outside of the classroom. Furthermore,
independent study allows students to practice in
ways that match their learning styles and interests,
possibly resulting in deeper and more effective

acquisition.

Self-access language centers aim to provide
students with resources, support, and facilities to
encourage and facilitate independent study and
practice of languages. They can be particularly
important for foreign students, as these students

have a strong need to master the Japanese language.

More and more institutions in Japan and abroad
are recognizing the importance of independent study
and providing their students with self-access study
centers in order to improve student performance and
achievement. Two of the better-known ones in Japan
are located at Akita International University and

Kanda University of International Studies.
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Visit 1: Akita International University (October
7th)

Akita International University' s Language
Development and Intercultural Studies Center (LDIC)
started in 2004, in a couple of disused classrooms. It
had a small budget and provided materials for

students to access (films, TV, TOEFL preparation).

In 2008 a purpose-built center was constructed
adjacent to the university library at a cost of 17
million yen. The LDIC is now an important part of
AIU s English preparation program, and a draw for
prospective students.

Reading Lounge

The LDIC is used mainly to support the initial
English training for students entering the university
(all classes are conducted in English so students have
to quickly reach a high level of proficiency), and as a
self-access center for students for the rest of their

time at the university. During the initial period

students must spend time in the LDIC each week,

but are free to decide on their own course of learning.

|

Staff report that students are very enthusiastic
about watching authentic materials (DVDs and
satellite television) and using CALL resources such

as Rosetta Stone to practice their language skills.

One interesting fact was that the LDIC does not
have any graded readers, as these are judged to be

too low-level to be of use to the students.
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The facility is divided into several different
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sections according to the various activities on offer.
These include group rooms, individual speaking
practice rooms, computer stations, reading areas, and
TV/DVD viewing stations.

=

A test preparation center is not part of the LDIC,
but has been set up next door. In it, students can
access paper-based and computer preparation
materials, as well as take mock tests and even sign

up for the real ones.

The LDIC has two full-time staff and also employs
student advisors. Information on how to use the
facility and the various resources is available, and
students can ask for advice and help from any of the

staff.

Visit 2: Kanda University of International
Studies (October 21st)
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Kanda University of International Studies Self-

Access Learning Center (SALC) had similarly

modest beginnings. It also started in a disused
classroom as a private project started by one teacher

in 2001. Now, eight years later, the SALC is one of

the university s strongest selling points.

In Kanda's SALC, first-year students are
encouraged to sign up for orientation courses on how
to learn effectively. These are accredited and take
place over the course of a semester. Many students
complete the course and then continue using the
center individually. This emphasis on training is one
of the SALC' s key principles.

WHC'S WHO IN THE SAl
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Learning advisors are available to help students
with specific problems or suggest suitable materials.
As can be seen in this photo, there is a large staff

involved in running the center.

In the SALC, students can read books (including
graded readers) and use listening materials. There
is a range of worksheets and information sheets, as

well as spaces for group work. A range of periodicals,

from newspapers to magazines, are also available.

Adjacent to the SALC and complementing it is the
English Language Institute (ELI), where students
can drop in to practice their speaking skills or get
advice on their writing. Many students choose to eat
their lunch in the ELI and Kill two birds with one

stonel

CALL resources are not emphasized in the SALC,

and most students concentrate on reading, listening,

and group activities.

As well as advisors and managers, the SALC even

has a full time designer, tasked with keeping the
Center looking attractive and welcoming for students

and visitors.

Comparison of Language Centers

The facilities at the two universities mentioned
above are both state of the art, well-stocked, and
comfortable. Both provide extensive resources and

full-time advisory staff.

There are some significant differences between
the LDIC at AIU and the SALC at KUIS, however,

which should be mentioned.

1. The LDIC features CALL resources and language
learning software, while the SALC specifically

avoids it.

2. The SALC has a large range of graded readers
while the LDIC deliberately does not offer them.

3. The LDIC has a wide range of materials in
languages other than English, including Japanese
language learning support, while the SALC has a

much more limited selection.

4. The SALC offers a very structured learner
training program, from its initial accredited course

for freshmen to regular lectures given by staff and
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visiting speakers. The LDIC does not have a

formal program.

5. The LDIC, through its testing center, offers study,
practice, and actual test opportunities for students.
The SALC offers a test preparation module, but

does not have the same range of resources.

6. The SALC, through the ELI, runs conversation
salon, learning support, and writing advice
activities for students. The LDIC does not provide
such activities, although students are encouraged

to find language partners to practice with.

Survey of Tohoku University Students
Regarding Independent Language Practice
In the first week of November 2009 a survey was

conducted among students in compulsory English

classes (aimed at 1st and 2nd year students).

A total of 760 students were surveyed. Questions
were asked in Japanese and students were able to

answer freely.

All questions referred to language study (English
or other foreign languages, or Japanese in the case of

foreign students).

The questions were as follows:
Q1 BifE, wEDHMOBEELZ L TWE T,
Currently, are you doing any self-study

outside of classes?

Q2 YESO¥E, MoBEEY LTI 30
If you answered Yes, what kind of self-study

are you doing?

Q3 NODHE., ThAhHLLLw I T5280H)
T5he ENED, BV o720 DM -
PR=-IDPHNT L7 EBHWETh,

If you answered No, do you plan on doing self-
study in the future? Or, would you like to do
it if suitable materials and support were

available?

Q4 WILRFTM2EHBEOMERHB & 22 b D
MY LI (BIIIERE - FErer s — -
HEZV—T7%E)

Are there any resources or support available
at Tohoku University (for example, libraries,

language centers, self-study groups)?

Q5 EEDBIZED B LML T
What kind of materials or support would you

like to have access to?

A total of 760 students returned the questionnaires,

although not all students answered all questions.

Results

Question 1

OYES
B NO

QUESTION 1 RESULTS

The fact that 66% of students are not doing any
language practice outside of their classes is not

surprising, but is still somewhat disappointing.
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Question 2

Question 3

16% 16%

RW
7%

17%

21%

CGr
23%

O EEZE
ENO
OYES

89%

QUESTION 2 RESULTS

A total of 391 responses were given (some

students gave more than one answer).

These results were difficult to interpret, as the
student responses consisted of 44 different categories.
In the chart above they have been consolidated into
six areas: vocabulary (V), speaking and listening (SL),
reading and writing (RW), test preparation (T),
class-related work and grammar (CGr), and general

(G). For a breakdown of the specific items see
Appendix A.

Class-related study (both preparation before
classes and review of previously studied material)
and test preparation are the two largest categories,
but the low proportion of students practicing reading
and writing 1s particularly surprising. It is the lowest
category, despite its relative importance in academic

contexts.

QUESTION 3 RESULTS

Question 3 asked students who are not currently
doing language self-study if they would be interested
in doing so in the future: 89% of them replied in the

affirmative.

Some students specified the kind of study they
would like to do (90 responses). See Appendix B for

details and the chart below.

V SL RW
G 3% 2% 2%

71%

QUESTION 3a RESULTS

Testing was by far the most popular option,
probably reflecting student anxiety about the TOEIC
and TOEFL tests they take as part of their second

semester English grade. On the basis of this result
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alone, a case could be made for providing students

with test preparation materials and advice.

Question 4

o T
Se 4% 1%

QUESTION 4 RESULTS

Again, students responded to this question with 28
different items, which were then consolidated into six
categories: library (L), social (So), CALL, self-
access center (Se), other (O), and testing (T). For
a detailed breakdown see Appendix C.

It appears from these results that more could be
done to inform students of resources available for
language self-study. While most students are aware
of the library as both a place to study and a source
of material, relatively few are aware of social options
such as circles and study groups, and even fewer of
the CALL options provided by the university. The
language self-access center was only mentioned in
6% of responses. Informal surveys among teaching
staff indicate that they are no better informed than

the students.

Question 5

CGr
4%

SL
37%

QUESTION 5 RESULTS

Question 5 asked students what resources they
would like access to for language self-study purposes.
The 75 items were consolidated into the six
categories used for questions 2 and 3. See Appendix

D for details.

The general category (G) was particularly
substantial here because it included all the items that
were not readily classifiable, but the most significant
result 1s the demand for speaking and listening
practice, with 37% of responses involving either
speaking or listening. Testing was again very
popular, presumably for the reasons mentioned

above.

Situation at Tohoku University

Tohoku University does not at present have a
central language resource center. Its resources are
spread among several different locations and

institutions, including but not restricted to:

1. University libraries
2. Language center
3. Multimedia building

4. Center for International Exchange
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5. Departments
6. Student groups

7. Individual staff members

Student knowledge of and access to these
resources is currently limited and there is no formal
program to train students in their use or provide

advice regarding language learning.

Informal surveys of teaching staff (full- and part-
time) show that not many of the teachers are aware
of these resources either, so they are unable to
provide students with potentially helpful advice.

Particularly in response to the use of standardized
tests (TOEIC and TOEFL) to determine grades for
compulsory English classes in the second semester
there is considerable student interest in self-study
materials and guidance, and demand for language

advisors and resources.

Recommendations
In view of the information reviewed above, I would

like to make the following recommendations:

1. Publicize existing resources by informing students

and teaching staff.

2. Conduct further research into student needs and

attitudes.

3. Trial new resources, particularly test preparation

materials and language advisory staff.

4. Consolidate resources into a single language center

to take advantage of economies of scale.

5. Institute a learner development program for
students with language learning seminars and

courses run by university staff and visitors.

6. Plan and create a self-access language center to
meet the needs of Tohoku University students.
This will probably be quite different to the centers
mentioned in this article, although it could

incorporate the best elements of both.

Conclusion

Having examined and compared the facilities at
two Japanese leading language institutions, this
article went on to examine the results of a survey of
student attitudes and study habits. It then considered
the current situation at Tohoku University and made

some suggestions for possible developments.

Self-access language facilities can make a
significant difference to students’ practical language
abilities, providing that they meet student needs and

are seen as relevant and useful.

Tohoku University students are aiming to become
leaders in their fields, and are highly motivated.
Providing them with resources and practical advice
for language self-study would be an effective way to
strengthen our core programs and improve the

quality of our graduates.

Further research into the needs of our students
and the best way to meet them is needed. This will
allow the University to create a truly world-class

language support program.
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Appendices

PRFHA 1

Appendix A (self-study students are currently doing) Sl |2 SR A B LT\ D 1
REXT51) — 63 VX F=wag v 1
TOEFL 42 WRFHEA T — 1
VA=Y T 33 FEHERE 1
BEOTHE 32 B 7 F A b 1
TOEIC 30 ek 1
BEDEHE 27

Ny vy 21 Appendix B (self-study students would like to do)

NA v &h 13 TOEFL 43
Yk 12 TOEIC 20
1 78 10 ZHEIZETL2H0 10
&S 10 YRk 7
R EE T 9 FhHE 3
A ot 8 Kz dts 2
RS 7 PR S=2s 2
Linc English 6 KA ek 1
1] 6 15Tk 1
AN 6 ANRA VR 1
ANRA VEE 5

SRR 5 Appendix C (resources students are aware of)
ZEE 4 PIE i 222
HIER 3 HE= 23
WRELAL OB F5E 3 Linc English 11
125 =% N 3 MABR 8
SEIN EFES 3 RNEHZED 7
2OF7H 2 CALL#= 7
TSI 2 BEOTF AT 5
T =R 2 I—k—=7"7— 5
vt 2 A V¥a—FE 5
PRI 2 PC. 1% —%v b 4
Hh L 2 HtE & O 4
HAGE 2 YeFEH— 27 v (EZ) 4
g 2 BEH OO —F— 3
FEEECTHED 2 CALL %4t 3
FAT4 T 2 TOEIC X} 5K DFA 3
F—Ah, Fx v 1 HE V-7 3
pod cast 1 A—F 7590 3
VY HTx v 1 B 3
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Fa—45— 2 QN 3
B (JIAAL) 2 R Ottt 2% < LTI LW 3
web ocm 2 FICEER IR T & 5 ik 3
Pt 1 I —Ta vy AF)VIGEICE )
TOEFL 1 WASE N0
A5 1 REN &Rl L T< B b D 3
FHNIVE2—=F NPT 7 ELATE . HE?HCALLOFRELR EN=IT 5 5
B JERHET ns
YTk DMERE 1 i L WS 3
Rt v ¥ — 1 fiy ] 2
conversation partner 1 JEEDO TA 2
Hily 2
Appendix D (resources students would like to have) WIS X 2D LD T F AR 2
VA= 66 VA=Y 77 b 2
TOEFL #bf 31 O ERHOMES 2
DY R VE 30 Yl EX D EHI 2
AT AT ERTEE 26 TOEIC 7% & O #lfns 5 2
V) —=T4 ¥ T D7D 24 R 2
PR, A AR 24 HEL BB LMBTE 5 A=A 2
PREDOAR 21 U 7" — A 2
CD 20 Y ] 2
TOEIC %t 18 AERO I E 2
Hi G IR 14 14 2 5 52 B O [ 35 A 1
YRR TR 12 O — VR RFEP A DD 1
AY =%V TE 10 HETHEL T NDA 1
HHT& 5855 8 KRRDOFEHEEZMETEHHD 1
DVD 8 XiEF v I — 1
FHAEIRD T K814 A 8 J =k 1
HAGERRAY & oot 6 MAEEZDIZDHDHD 1
ik 6 E 1
& 6 A2 b 0, EHT AR 1
HETF A b 6 ) A= 7 H%es 1
PREARD) AN (HEHE) 6 =7 1
YRt E 6 AR— 1
A 5 S BRILEE Tl A W HOb 1
CD 1 & #bh# 5 7TV AGED) A= TYM 1
WEEFEEAN 5 Net Academy # HETH 1
EREENDN T 4 EERROER Bob 1
[0 T 0D A 3 QR Y AT A (33 Y) 1
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