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Self-Access Learning Centers and the Importance of Being Curious

Brian Birdsell, Hirosaki University, Japan

Abstract

Self-Access Learning Centers (SALCs) have become common at many universities in
Japan. They provide a learning space to actively interact with a foreign language. These
centers are self-access and thus promote autonomous learning, so one of the challenges
they have to overcome is the difficulty of attracting students to voluntarily enter and
participate in such a learning environment. This article reports findings from a study,
which examined associations between items on a curiosity scale and students’
exploratory behavior to seek out and participate in activities at the SALC. Implications
for foreign language education and suggestions for future research are discussed.

Keywords: self-access learning centers, curiosity, creativity, autonomous, English

Self-access language centers (SALCs) at Japanese universities continue to
expand, as The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology
(MEXT) urges universities to develop educational programs that develop “global
citizens”' (MEXT, 2012). One facet of this educational goal is to improve students’
English abilities, especially their communicative abilities, as Japan ranks near the bottom
of 30 Asian countries on the TOEFL (iBT) test (TOEFL, 2007). Japan has a long history
of struggling with English despite the amount of time spent studying it (a minimum of 6
years of formal education). IMD, a Swiss education research group, regularly ranks
countries on world competitiveness by looking at 338 different measurements. These
range from employment to social framework and from attitudes and values to education.
From the data, the group then develops an index of each country’s strengths and
weaknesses. For instance of the 60 countries that IMD assessed, Japan scored highest on
life expectancy and 2™ on environmental engineering, but scored 58" for foreign
language skills in 2012. Though in 2014, this ranking slightly improved to 54 (MEXT,
2014).

In response to this need to improve the country’s foreign language skills as a
means to become more globally competitive, many SALCs were formed through MEXT

sponsored grants. These SALCs may be called by a number of different names such as

! Direct translation of the Japanese “~ 1 — /3L A$4”
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“World Plaza” at Nanzan University, “Global Hub” at Fukui University, and “English
Lounge” at Hirosaki University. Their aims though are very similar, as they all seek ways
to engage, motivate, and improve students’ confidence and competence with a foreign
language, which typically means English. They also seek to empower learners to take
control of their own learning and become more “autonomous” learners.

The SALC at Hirosaki University, where this research was conducted, was
formed in the spring of 2012. The center offers an open space for students to practice
their communication skills with a foreign teacher that is on duty. Recently foreign
exchange students have also been hired as part-time teacher assistants to help attract and
interact with the Japanese students. In addition to this space, there are a number of
computers in the room. Frequent users of the SALC are rewarded with an access code to
English learning software (Word Engine and English Central). The SALC also offers
mini seminars in an open classroom space with topics ranging from TOEIC and TOEFL
classes to learning English through music and various cross-cultural classes.

One major issue that many SALCs face, since they are in their nature
“autonomous” learning centers, is attracting and retaining students because they do not
receive any credit from attending any of the seminars or utilizing the space in any way.
Entering into these centers for many students can be similar to crossing over an unknown
threshold. For traditional classrooms fit a certain conceptual frame. Students enter, there
are desks for the students to sit, a teacher enters, the teacher is positioned in the front of
the room, and the teacher commences a lesson either through a lecture or discussion.
Students listen, take notes, and may discuss a certain topic, which most likely is taken
from a textbook. While many students may not even have a conceptual frame for a
SALC, as many students frequently ask the staff: “what exactly can I do there?” These
centers are viewed as novel and unfamiliar spaces and promote a more unconventional
style of learning. Since the success of these centers comes down to the number of
students who utilize the space, it is crucial to better understand what factors may drive a
student to explore and continuously use the resources provided by the center. There are
obviously numerous factors, but the one investigated in this paper, is the role of curiosity.

In this paper I explore the following research question:
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1) What role does curiosity play in influencing students’ behavior to explore,
seek out, and discover a self-access learning center at a university in

northern Japan?

In the following sections I first look at individual differences and more narrowly
at one specific difference that is often overlooked in the field of Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) and that is curiosity. I then introduce an exploratory study that
investigates the role curiosity plays in motivating students to enter a SALC. Finally |
discuss the importance of supporting and enhancing students’ curiosity, not only with
language learning, but a more general curiosity, for it is this exploratory behavior that is

key to the success of these alternative learning spaces.

Individual Differences: Beyond Motivation and Aptitude

In foreign language learning five individual differences traditionally stand out as
the most prominent factors of research in SLA: language aptitude, motivation, learning
and cognitive styles, learning strategies, and anxiety (Dornyei, 2005). Another important
individual difference that has also grown in popularity alongside motivation is self-
efficacy, which Bandura (1997) defines as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and
execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (p. 3). Besides these
widely researched constructs in SLA, Dewaele (2005) has fervently put forward the need
for SLA researchers to investigate emotional issues involved in L2 acquisition. Likewise
Dornyei (2009, p. 184) more recently also proposed another set of personality facets that
could arguably be included in the list of individual differences such as: emotions, interest,
and general knowledge. Whether or not interest is in itself an emotion is up to debate
(Silvia, 2006, 2008), but in this research I look at curiosity, as an emotional-motivation
state (Kashdan, Rose, & Fincham, 2004), that propels an individual to undertake

exploratory behavior.

Curiosity

Curiosity has been called “the wick in the candle of learning” (Kang, et al., 2009)

and essential for survival (Bruner, 1966) and this propensity towards curiosity in humans
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is a good thing (Gazzaniga, 2005), despite proverbs suggesting otherwise. Daniel
Berlyne, one of the more influential researchers into exploratory behavior, distinguished
between two types of curiosity; one is the desire to acquire new knowledge, which he
labeled as “epistemic curiosity” (EC), and the other is the desire to acquire new sensory
experience, which he labeled “perceptual curiosity” (PC), and it is these two desires that
motivate exploratory behavior (Berlyne, 1960). Epistemic curiosity is that “drive to
know” (Berlyne, 1954, p. 187), which involves trying to solve puzzles, filling in gaps of
knowledge, seeking out new information, playing with ideas, and exploring the
unfamiliar. While perceptual curiosity involves the sensory modalities like the visual,
tactile, auditory, and gustatory and seeking out new and increased perceptual stimuli
rather than the familiar and habitual. More recently though in a similar approach,
Kashdan and Silvia (2009) defined curiosity “as the recognition, pursuit, and intense
desire to explore novel, challenging, and uncertain events” (p. 368). The key factor to
curiosity is having this desire to explore, so it is an active response, as opposed to a

passive or indifferent response, to a situation that involves the unfamiliar and novel.

Trait and state curiosity

Curiosity can be viewed as an aspect of one’s personality and in this way
approached as a personality trait or on the other hand as an aspect of a specific situation
where it more closely resembles a motivational state. Langevin (1971) distinguished two
types of curiosity; “breadth of interest” and “depth of interest” and concluded that the
former resembles a personality dimension (trait curiosity) and the latter a motivational
state (state curiosity). Trait curiosity, broadly speaking, is an individual’s inclination to
explore novel and unfamiliar situations while the state form of curiosity involves having
curiosity for a specific situation. For example, the situation could be about learning a
foreign language, coming into contact with a foreign culture, or exploring new and
unfamiliar types of music. Obviously state curiosity will be highly influenced by the
individual’s interest in that specific situation, like learning a foreign language, while trait
curiosity is viewed as a more general personality trait. Individuals will differ in trait
curiosity, which does not mean that some people are curious and others are not, but rather

it is a matter of degree, as some people will display greater levels of curiosity than others.
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Kashdan and colleagues (2004) identified two factors in trait curiosity:
exploration and absorption. These two factors represent the seeking out of novel
situations and becoming fully engaged in the situation. This two-factor model they call a
“positive emotional-motivational system” (Kashdan, et al., 2004, p. 291). In a later
article, they rename these two dimensions as stretching and embracing. Stretching is the
motivation to go beyond the known and seek out new knowledge and new experiences.
Embracing is the attraction to the novel and unfamiliar (Kashdan, et al., 2009). Trait
curiosity should have some predictability of exploratory behavior and in the case of this
research, it is predicted that those who visit the SALC at this university, which is viewed
as a challenging, novel and foreign learning environment, should be individuals with
higher levels of curiosity. Orienting their attention to get involved with this center is both

cognitively and behaviorally an exploratory situation.

Methods

Participants

To explore the influence of curiosity among Japanese university students and
what relationship this individual difference may have on entering into a self-access
learning center, I tried to collect as random a sample as possible from the student body.
The participants in this study were 226 university students (n=127 female) dispersed
among the various faculties at the university: Humanities (n=48), Education (n=67),
Agriculture and Life Sciences (n=22), Science and Technology (n=72), and the schools
of Medicine (n=5) and Health Sciences® (n=12).
Material

A 2-page questionnaire was developed to measure curiosity. At the top of the
questionnaire, there was a small section where informants provided some basic
information about themselves such as gender, faculty, and whether or not they have
visited the Self-Access Learning Center at the university. The questionnaire was
anonymous. Below this section there was a 25-item curiosity scale. The items were

pooled together from various sources. Some of these include the measurement scale on

? The Medical School has a separate campus, which most likely explains why these numbers are
considerably lower.
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perceptual curiosity (Collins, Litman, & Spielberger, 2004); the Melbourne Curiosity
Inventory (Naylor, 1981); Maw and Maw’s (1968) self-appraisal of curiosity scale; and
the more recently developed curiosity and exploratory inventory II (Kashdan, et al.,
2009). I also added some additional questions that aim to assess students’ curiosity
towards learning about foreign cultures and other classroom and school related curiosity
items. These 25-items were then translated into Japanese and pilot tested on a few
students with an informal follow up interview asking them the comprehensibility of the
items and the Japanese and subsequently minor changes were made to the items to
accommodate their suggestions.

Participants responded to the statements by indicating their level of agreement on
a 6-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. A 6-point
scale was used in order to avoid the middle answer found in 5 and 7 point scales, as
Japanese have been confirmed to more frequently choose the middle answer as compared
to students in other countries (Chen, Lee, & Stevenson, 1995).
Procedure

Throughout the first-term of the 2015 school year, I visited the university
cafeteria on a number of occasions and asked students to fill in the questionnaire. The
questionnaire was also available in the Self-Access Learning Center, so when a new

student visited the center, he/she was asked to fill it in.

Results

SALC visitors and the curiosity scale

The data from the questionnaire was inputted into SPSS (version 22) software.
The participants were divided into two groups based on how they responded to the
following question: Have you visited the SALC? From this response 83 participants
answered, “yes” (female=44) while 143 participants answered, “no” (female=83). Based
on these two groupings, a ¢-test was conducted to explore how these two groups differed
in their responses to the various items on the curiosity scale. Table 1 provides a broad
cumulative average score of all the items on the Curiosity Scale between the two groups.

The difference is significant and has a medium to high effect size. Table 2 then provides
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a detailed look at each item. The items in this table are arranged from highest to lowest

difference between the two groups.

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, 7-test, and Effect Size (for Items that Showed
Significance) for the Cumulative Items on the Curiosity Scale

M SO df t Effect
size”
Curiosity 224 6.16%** 0.38
(YES) Have visited the SALC n= 83 4.47 0.57

(NO) Have not visited the SALC n=143 3.98 0.57

n=226 ***p<.001
“ Peasrson’s correlation r: small (0.10); medium (0.30); large (0.50) (Calculated using the following
website: http:// www.uccs.edu/~lbecker/)

Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, 7-test, and Effect Size (for Items that Showed

Significance) for Each Individual Item on the Curiosity Scale

Effect
YES NO t-test  Size®

? Scale / Item Mean SD Mean SD

1 I would like to learn more about other cultures. 5.16 0.92 446 090 555+  0.35

22 1like to try new and unusual things. 5.10 0.92 438 098 542#= (034

12 Tam the kind of person who embraces unfamiliar 435 111 350 114 489% 03]
people, events, and places.

9 I am always looking for experiences that challenge how .

I think about the world and myself. 306 0.8 452 091 482 0.31

14 ill;l;: to discover new things on my own outside of 487 1.00 490 102 480+ 031

7 I view challenging situations as an opportunity to grow 506 85 450 091 443+ 008
and learn.

25 Learning about different cultures expands one’s view of 551 0.72 497 097 443+ 008
the world.

22 Hearmg. the sounds of a different language is 480 113 413 113 440+ 028
fascinating.

10 Tlike to travel to places I have never been to before. 5.28 0.92 4.65 .13 429+ 0.28
I am th; type of person Who really enjoys the 418 104 354 119 385+ 025
uncertainty of everyday life.

2 I would rather go to a restaurant [ have never been to 440 119 3381 120 3.69++ 024
than one I often visit.

11 I prefer classes that are excitingly unpredictable. 4.17 1.25 3.59 1.19  3.48«= (.23

3 I frequently find myself looking for new opportunities to 436 113 383 111 342+ 022
grow as a person.

23 T am not very curious. (reversed) 4.69 1.18 420 1.10  3.11+  0.21

8 I like exploring my surroundings. 4.92 1.07 4.51 1.05 277+  0.18

15 T am reluctant to participate in new endeavors. 387 104 345 118 254+ 017
(reversed)

20 Ienjoy exploring new ideas. 4.35 1.28 396  1.19 2.32
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19  When I discover a new fabric, I like to touch and feel it. 4.46 1.34 4.08 1.33 2.09
18  When I learn something new, I like to find out more 431 116 401 119 1.99

about it.

16 1 prefer simpler classes that are not very challenging. 3.37 1.24 3.03 1.13 1.92
In a discussion, I rarely have an opinion on the topic. 3.99 .42 368 123 188
(reversed) ' ' ' ’ ’

24 I have many questions about everyday common 402 131 371 122 | 84
occurrences.

17 A good te;acher is one who gets students to become 501 093 478 1.02 168
more curious about the world.

13 Ilike visiting art galleries and art museums. 3.72 1.56 359 145 0.66

4 I like to listen to new and unusual kinds of music. 3.60 1.41 3.54 1.35 0.34

** p <0.01. *** p <0.001.

* This number is the order it appeared in the questionnaire

® Peasrson’s correlation r: small (0.10); medium (0.30); large (0.50) (Calculated using the following
website: http://www.uccs.edu/~lbecker/)

Students who had visited the SALC scored higher on every item of the 25-item
curiosity scale. This is surprising since many of the items had little or nothing to do with
studying a foreign language or related to being interested in a foreign culture. Though for
a few items the difference was marginal, 17 items did show a significant difference. Of
these 17 items, the following 5 items stand out as having medium to large effect size,
which simply means that the magnitude of this difference is rather large.

* [ would like to learn more about other cultures.

* [Ilike to try new and unusual things.

* [ am the kind of person who embraces unfamiliar people, events, and places.

* [ am always looking for experiences that challenge how I think about the world and
myself.

* [ like to discover new things on my own outside of class.

As can be seen from these items, only the first one could be directly associated
with the SALC since such a learning space promotes cultural exchanges and provides
cross-cultural classes. The other four items have little to do with learning a foreign
language or culture, but a more general exploratory tendency by the individual. In these
items there are a few key words: “new and unusual”’; “unfamiliar”; “challenge”; and
“discover”. These are all keywords associated with the general trait of curiosity. Such

items reflect the importance of curiosity for predicting exploratory behavior such as
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seeking out alternative learning spaces on campus such as the SALC at the university
where this research was conducted.

Discussion
Implications for SALCs

As SALCs mature and develop into a central part of the language learning
curriculum at many universities in Japan, one of the fundamental questions that will
determine their success or failure is the level of student activity. In this research, I show
how curiosity possibly plays an important role in influencing a student’s decision to visit
a SALC. Curiosity provides important opportunities for personal growth and in this case,
facilitating the exploratory behavior to seek out new experiences like entering into the
center. Thus it seems to be crucial to seek new and innovative ways to promote and foster
curiosity among the student body. Obviously and most importantly there is the need for
the teacher to show signs of curiosity, for curiosity is contagious (Nickerson, 1999).

One way to encourage students to show more curiosity about the SALC is to link
and integrate classroom-based learning with the self-access learning center (Gardner &
Miller, 1999). Under such a model, students use the space to complete some part of a
class activity such as a project-based learning activity (Thompson & Atkinson, 2010).
Problem-based learning where learners collaborate together to solve a complex, novel,
and ill-structured problem (Lu, Bridges, & Hmelo-Silver, 2006) is also another possibility
of integrating the classroom and the SALC with the aim of fostering both curiosity in the
center but also a more general curiosity. For instance in an English for Specific Purposes
class that teaches Economics, the teacher could create a strategic performance problem
that deals with investing imaginary money for a client at the beginning of the term.
Resources like a financial newspaper and the Internet are made available in the SALC to
research and track the investment. Each week the groups have to meet, discuss the
performance, and decide whether or not to move the money. Other problem-based
learning activities include diagnosing local problems and then making a decision on how
to resolves such an issue. Again the teacher promotes the SALC as being available as a
platform to discuss their respected problems where they can also receive additional

feedback from other students and teachers.

279



SiSAL Journal Vol. 6, No. 3, September 2015, 271-285

Another way to integrate the SALC with classroom-based learning is to use the
space for developing classroom presentations. One activity that has worked well at
Hirosaki University is to have students interview exchange students at the center, as a
possible topic for the final class presentation. (Recently the university has started to hire
exchange students to work part-time in the SALC, as assistants to the full-time teachers).
In addition, many English classes at the university require the students to do various
styles of presentations from introductory speeches in lower-level classes to PowerPoint
and Prezi presentations in their academic fields in higher-level classes. Classroom
teachers recommend students to use the center in order to help them write, prepare, and
practice for such speeches and presentations (such presentations may involve both
individual and group styled presentations). This is similar to what Croker & Ashurova
(2012) discuss as a scaffolding strategy to attract and keep students involved with the
SALC utilizing a “push-pull” method. Implementing such class work activities that
integrate them with the SALC “pushes” students to the center, but more importantly may
actually introduce and expose the students to the place and the resources available there.
Yet keeping students interested in the center also requires a “pull” strategy. Such
techniques used at Hirosaki University are:

* Asking exchange to students to do an informal presentation on their hometown or
country in the SALC that is available and open for all students to attend

* Hosting special after hour events that focus on a special theme: holidays, movies,
ethnic food demonstrations, etc.

* Partnering with the English Circle and Cross-Cultural Circle to do a joint-activity in
the center

As can be seen in the above examples many of these “pull” strategies are very
social activities, which follows the growing consensus that SALCs are not simply “self”
guided learning centers, but rather are a place for social interaction (Hughes, Krug, &
Vye, 2012) and “group autonomy” and a place to learn together with others (Kimura,
2014).

Promoting SALCs by linking them with classroom activities that “push” students

to become more curious about the space and organizing special SALC activities that
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continue to “pull” students to maintain their interest are important steps in developing a

student centered learning environment.

Future research

Future research needs to look more closely at how students after this initial
exploratory behavior of seeking out new and novel educational experiences like visiting a
SALC sustain this interest over time. Of the 83 students who responded that they had
visited the SALC only about half of them responded that they had visited four or more
times. Getting students into such a center is a positive first step in providing them
additional chances to learn the foreign language and experience interacting with foreign
teachers, as well as, international exchange students. Yet on the whole, the goal of such
centers is to turn this primary curiosity of recognizing and seeking out new knowledge to
a more persistent emotional state of interest. Since the time of Dewey (1913) and up to
the more modern emotional researches like Tomkins (1962), Kashdan and Silvia (2009),
and Hidi (1990) have all noted the profound impact that interest has on learning for
“there is no human competence which can be achieved in the absence of a sustaining
interest” (Tomkins, 1962, p. 347). Future research could look at what factors influence
and sustain students’ interest to continue participating in the self-access learning center
while on the other hand what inhibitory factors deter other students from returning a

second or third time.

Conclusion

Fostering curiosity among the students can have a broad impact on the individual
both from an educational and psychological perspective. From an educational
perspective, as reported in this article, curiosity propels the individual to explore his/her
environment and engage with the novel and unfamiliar. This propulsion sets up many
chances for new and alternative learning experiences such as entering and becoming
involved in self-access learning centers. Inhibiting students’ curiosity could have a
negative impact on the success of SALCs in Japan and more generally the push for Japan
to strengthen creativity amongst the young. For instance, Tasuku Honjo, an immunology

and genomic medicine professor at Kyoto University, after wining the Tang Prize in
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Biopharmaceutical Science in 2015, emphasized that curiosity was the most important
thing driving his success (Shu-Ling, 2015). Learning happens inside and outside of the
classroom and suppressing curiosity suppresses that urge to explore and discover outside
the classroom, on one’s own volition and in a more autonomous way.

Finding ways to increase student curiosity in the classroom can have a broad
impact on the learning environment for “stimulating curiosity is central to education and
learning” (Schmitt & Lahroodi, 2008) and may also influence students behavior to
explore outside the classroom, especially places like SALCs and other alternative
learning spaces that are founded on theories of autonomy. Autonomous learning spaces
will have difficulty attracting students if the students themselves are not curious to

explore such places.
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