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Abstract

Many language learners benefit from a wide range of resources provided by self-access
learning centers (SALCs), environments specifically designed to facilitate autonomous
language learning. For professionally published materials, various criteria have been
proposed to select and evaluate resources for inclusion in SALCs. However, few sets of
criteria exist that focus on materials designed in-house at particular institutions to meet
learners’ needs. This study represents an initial attempt to begin filling this gap by
investigating learners’ perspectives on in-house materials in a SALC at a private university in
Japan. Nine learners, who were student staff at the SALC, participated in guided group
discussions. They described their experiences with the in-house materials in the SALC and
their impressions of the materials upon hands-on inspection. These discussions were coded
based on a checklist for evaluating SALC materials developed by Reinders and Lewis (2006)
and Yamaguchi et al. (2019), and in the process of analysis, new categories were added
where necessary. The results suggested that supporting SALC users in their learning process
is perceived as an important aspect of in-house materials by the learners and that visual
design seems to carry great importance to Japanese university students in the context studied.

Keywords: self-directed learning, self-access learning center, material development, design,
evaluation

Recent years, particularly in the post-Covid and digital age, have seen a shift in
conceptualizations of self-access learning. Whereas self-access learning centers (SALCs)
might have once heavily emphasized the provision of materials and resources for learners 20
or 30 years ago, many current SALCs have evolved to focus on inclusive, social learning in
complex ecosystems (for more on this evolution, see Everhard, 2022; Gardner & Miller,
2021; Mynard, 2024; Mynard et al., 2022; Thornton, 2024). In the conventional sense,
SALCs have traditionally provided various learning resources to support language learners.
Rather than relying solely on externally sourced and published materials such as books or
movies, they have also been able to complement these resources and further meet users’
specific needs through in-house materials. Developed by the facility faculty, these materials
guide SALC users in making autonomous decisions regarding their self-directed language

learning process and can include materials such as self-diagnostic worksheets or lists of
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recommended resources. Even amid the current reconceptualization of self-access learning,
such materials are still relevant. For instance, they can help learners to effectively use
available spaces and resources, in turn taking ownership of the spaces, or they can scaffold
users in making better-informed selections from the vast multitude of potential resources
available online in the digital age. Furthermore, they can foster reflection on the learning
process, which is often part of SALCs’ goals of promoting learner autonomy. However,
effectively developing such materials requires exploration of SALC users’ expectations for
and potential usage of those resources.

This article explores student staff’s perspectives on a selection of in-house materials
in a SALC at a Japanese university. After an examination of current literature on self-access
materials, the research methodology is introduced, along with the rationale for conducting
group discussions with the student staff. The results of the discussions follow, including
aspects of materials that were found to require attention and ideas that were suggested in
order to improve the materials. Finally, the study’s limitations are addressed, and several

practical recommendations for SALC practitioners are introduced.

Resources in Self-Access Learning Centers
SALCs play an important role in supporting language learners’ development (Edlin &
Imamura, 2018). These facilities (of varying size and focus of support) acknowledge
individual differences and provide access to various resources (e.g., spaces, human resources,
physical materials) according to individuals’ needs and interests (Gardner & Miller, 1999).

The following section reviews the types of materials commonly offered in SALCs.

Materials in SALCs

To meet learners’ various interests, needs, and wants, SALCs provide a range of
materials such as books for pleasure reading, textbooks for improving language skills, DVDs,
or magazines. They tend to include published language learning materials, which may be
authentic or pedagogical, and in-house ones, which are designed by faculty to fit the specific
learners’ needs in each setting (Gardner & Miller, 1999). These materials are organized into
sections for easy access. For example, a SALC may have a Reading section for materials for
pleasure reading (e.g., novels, magazines) and an Academic Reading Section (e.g., reading-
skill-based materials; Edlin & Imamura, 2018). Materials for activities such as board games

may also be made available to promote learners’ target language use (Dominguez-Gaona et

al., 2012).
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It should be noted that the purpose of materials in SALCs tends to differ from those in
libraries or traditional language labs. Although those facilities may superficially seem similar
in that they also provide numerous materials, SALCs obtain materials to support learners’
learning process, rather than solely providing information (Reinders, 2012). Additionally,
SALC materials need to be usable independently, as learners often have little direct support
from a teacher in self-access learning settings (Reinders & Lewis, 2005). Fulfilling these
goals, along with accommodating the needs and interests of learners at different levels of
target language proficiency and with varying degrees of capacity for self-directed learning,
are often challenging tasks for SALC practitioners.

One way to address this challenge is the production of bespoke materials. These can
include, for instance, worksheets containing original grammar practice exercises
accompanied by answer keys (Dominguez-Gaona et al., 2012; Rowberry, 2004) or listening
activities to be used with specific authentic materials (Kershaw et al., 2010). These in-house
materials, typically created by faculty or staff for learners in a particular learning
environment, comprise an important part of a SALC’s material selection. Among their
advantages are their abilities to cater to the different needs, interests, and levels of SALC
users; be used specifically for self-access; and provide guidance concerning other materials
available in the SALC (Kershaw et al., 2010). Especially when commercial materials are
subject to publishers’ constraints (e.g., page numbers, contents, design; Sinclair, 1996), in-
house materials are necessary to supplement other resources (Rowberry, 2004). Studies
focusing on in-house materials within self-access environments remain relatively limited,

indicating a need for further investigation in a variety of educational and cultural contexts.

Evaluation of SALC Materials

Learners who use SALC materials without teachers’ guidance must have clear,
specific, and valid criteria for selecting and evaluating materials (Tomlinson & Masuhara,
2004). Studies have been conducted to establish such criteria for SALC practitioners, one
example being the checklist developed by Reinders and Lewis (2006). In their study,
Reinders and Lewis examined what students valued in published pedagogical materials
within a SALC and generated a checklist based on students’ responses and a systematic

review of the literature. Table 1 displays the resulting checklist.
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Table 1
Checklist for Evaluating SALC Materials Developed by Reinders and Lewis (2006)

Category Features Yes/No/Unsure Comments
| . | ] ] | | 1
Selecting the resource Claims to be suitable for self-
access

Clearly describes student-level
Needs to be used sequentially

| | | | 1
Accessing the parts of the An index

resource A table of contents
A detailed “map”
A glossary
Chapter previews or summaries

| | | | 1
The learning process Information summarized

Examples provided for tasks
Objectives provided for tasks
Keys/answers/criteria for tasks

| | | | 1
Learning to learn Notes on the learning processes

Shows how to set goals

| ] ] ] 1
Other features

Note. Adapted from “An Evaluative Checklist for Self-Access Materials” by H. Reinders &
M. Lewis, 2006, ELT Journal, 60(3), 272-278.

Reinders and Lewis’ (2006) checklist was further tested and adapted by Yamaguchi et
al. (2019) in a SALC at a Japanese university. Their findings suggested that Japanese students
value visually stimulating materials and need ones that offer explicit guidance to effectively
use them outside the classroom. Thus, Yamaguchi et al. added a new category, stimulating
interests, to incorporate the value placed on attractive materials by Japanese learners and
modified the learning to learn category of the original checklist. Yamaguchi et al.’s new
category and modifications are detailed in Table 2 below. Their checklist captures Japanese
students’ perspectives on self-access materials. However, their examination only targeted
professionally published materials and did not take into account those produced in-house by
faculty or staff. This gap needs to be addressed for SALCs to optimally meet users’ needs, as
they often offer both published and in-house materials. Our study targets this aspect through
an analysis of learners’ perspectives on in-house materials in a particular SALC at a Japanese
university. The present study was intended as preliminary research before engaging in larger-

scale investigations.
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Table 2
Addition and Modification to Reinders and Lewis’ (2006) Checklist by Yamaguchi et al.
(2019)

Category Features Yes/No/Unsure  Comments

| | | |
Stimulating interests Effective color usage

Pictures provided
Graphs/tables provided

| | | |
Learning to learn Notes on the learning process

Shows learning strategies
Shows priorities of
importance

Note. Adapted from “Adapting a Checklist of Materials Evaluation for a Self-Access Center
in Japan,” by A. Yamaguchi, E. Okamoto, N. Curry, & K. Konno, 2019, Studies in Self-
Access Learning Journal, 10(4), 350-352.
Research Questions

To gain an understanding of learners’ (here, student staff members) perceptions and
use of in-house supporting materials, we formulated two research questions (RQs):

RQ1: What factors are most important for the participants in their perception of

SALC in-house materials?

RQ2: How can the factors highlighted by the participants be applied to future in-

house material evaluation?

Methodology
This section details the methodology followed in this research. This paper focuses on
one part of a larger investigation; here, we describe the details of the project as a whole. First,
the context of the study and the participants (including the process and rationale for
suggestion) are introduced. Descriptions of the data collection procedure and the analysis

follow.

Context

This study was conducted at a SALC at a private university near Tokyo with
approximately 4,200 students, all majoring in foreign languages, international
communication, or global liberal arts. The SALC occupies a purpose-built, two-story facility.
Several forms of support for autonomous language learning are available, such as

opportunities for speaking and writing practice with lecturers, individual advising from full-
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time learning advisors, interest-based learning communities (see Watkins, 2022), events, and
workshops. Additionally, over 5,000 published materials (e.g., books and DVDs) are
available for students to use and borrow.

The SALC also offers its own in-house materials to aid learners’ autonomous
language learning. These include more than 25 unique paper-based materials such as

e pamphlets listing recommended resources,
e pamphlets describing learning strategies, and
e self-diagnostic worksheets for users to evaluate their current strategy use or learning
needs (see Appendix A for examples of the resources).
Additionally, the SALC’s website contains over 20 online materials, such as introductions to
learning strategies or self-diagnostic worksheets.

These in-house materials are developed by SALC learning advisors (for more on the
development process, see Kershaw et al., 2010). Learning advisors review and revise the
resource pamphlets annually, but the other materials are revisited less regularly, if at all. The
materials are placed around the SALC and are freely available for users to take; the
pamphlets are displayed together prominently near the front counter, while the other
materials are dispersed throughout the center (e.g., near relevant resources; see Figure 1 for

examples of how the materials are displayed).

Figure 1
Examples of In-House Material Locations in the SALC

The SALC is operated by learning advisors, administrative staff, and a team of paid
student staff colloquially referred to as “SALCers” (Oki & Hall, 2022; Yamaguchi, 2011). At
the time of the study, the SALC employed 35 SALCers representing multiple majors and

years in the university. SALCers carry out administrative tasks, including performing front
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counter duties (e.g., helping users check out and return materials), counting SALC users for
record-keeping purposes, and processing newly acquired materials. They also lead projects to
improve the SALC, such as creating interactive displays or organizing events for fellow

students.

Participants

The researchers focused on SALCers as participants for this initial study, before
potentially later proceeding to research targeting the overall student population. The
researchers emailed all SALCers to recruit participants. Nine volunteered to participate in the
present research: four in the English department, three in International Communication, one
in Chinese, and one in Spanish. Their length of working experience ranged from 6 months to
3 years. All participants gave consent for data use. It was felt that SALCers would be easier
to recruit, as their investment in the SALC would make them eager to participate. Their
frequent engagement with the SALC through both their official duties and personal use
positioned them to offer more definitive opinions than general users, although their dual roles
as staff and students may have introduced bias or elevated their metacognitive awareness
(e.g., of the features of autonomous learning or the attributes of a useful SALC resource). In
fact, in a separate exploratory stage of this research (not included due to space limitations),
the researchers investigated how aware the SALCers actually were of the materials and the
degree of their experience using them, with the aim of assessing how much the materials
were being used. It was found that the SALCers were generally familiar with the existence
and location of the materials. However, none of them reported having used the materials

themselves.

Data Collection

To collect participants’ opinions, the researchers selected nine different in-house
materials, which were representative of the various types available in the SALC. The
researchers chose to analyze the paper-based materials because they are more prominently
displayed and accessible in the SALC, making them more visible to users. Additionally,
SALCers were more likely to have encountered these materials through their regular duties.
The selection included three strategy pamphlets, two recommended resources pamphlets, and
four strategy sheets (Appendix A contains samples of the selected materials).

The SALCers shared their opinions on the nine materials in group discussions held in

classrooms within the SALC, in which they examined and reacted to the materials. Three
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discussions of approximately 45 minutes each were conducted in September 2022, and
attended by four, two, and three participants, respectively.

A series of questions was formulated based on existing SALC material evaluation
checklists (Reinders & Lewis, 2006; Yamaguchi et al., 2019) to guide the discussion. The
discussions consisted of three sections: SALCers’ experiences with the materials, SALCers’
opinions of the materials, and SALCers’ suggestions to improve the materials (The first
section applied to a portion of the research not covered here; see Appendix B for the
discussion questions). Additionally, SALCers could examine and read the selected samples of
the materials during the discussions. The discussions were video- and audio-recorded. The
three researchers were present; two facilitated the session, while one observed and took notes,
which were used to aid recall during transcription analysis. In the present publication, we

analyze the data gathered from the second section.

Data Analysis

The first step of the data analysis involved transcribing the group discussions. We
used the Al transcription website Otter (https://otter.ai), making corrections where necessary.
The second step was a thematic analysis based on the checklist for self-access center material
evaluation by Yamaguchi et al. (2019; adapted from Reinders & Lewis, 2006). We followed
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) procedure for coding, individually from Steps 1 to 3—becoming
familiar with the data, generating initial codes (including our original codes), and searching
for themes—and as a group from Steps 4 to 6: reviewing themes and codes, defining them

(see Appendix C for the definitions), and reporting the findings.

Results
This section presents the findings of this study to answer each of the research

questions.

RQ1: Factors Affecting Perceptions of In-House Materials

Following the thematic analysis of the transcripts, the results were examined to
determine which criteria from Yamaguchi et al.’s (2019) checklist the participants referred to
most often when inspecting and reacting to the materials. Figure 2 shows the overall themes
that emerged from the discussions.

Of the criteria listed by Yamaguchi et al. (2019), the learning to learn criterion, which

includes notes on the learning process, learning strategies, and priorities of importance, was
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the most frequently occurring theme (56 of 146 items coded). Table 3 displays a summary of
the codes within this theme. Of these, the code next steps was most frequent (n = 22) and was
applied when SALCers referred to suggestions within the material for its usage, possible next
steps in the learning process, or a need for such elements. This pertained to statements such
as Kota’s suggestion:
I didn’t actually know what to do after answering these [this] kind of questions.... So
maybe it would be better if [it] ... just says like, “talk to your learning advisor” at the

top, and then students can answer these questions. They will know what to do.

Figure 2

Themes From Participants’ Reactions to Materials (N = 146)

Stimulating interests (24)
16.49

Learning to learn (56)

38.4%

Designing the material (33)
22.6%

Selecting the resource (33)
22.6%

For the SALCers, inclusion and explanation of specific learning strategies in the
materials appeared to be a significant feature. For instance, when asked whether the materials
help her to learn new strategies, Chie answered positively and commented on a worksheet’s
value, in her case, referring to the How to Do Dictation worksheet (see Appendix A):

I have tried dictation when I was in high school.... And didn’t try even try to do the

dictation in university. So, I think bring it back to my learning source to do the

dictation and flashcard as well [is such a] helpful strategy.
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Table 3

Codes in the Learning to Learn Theme

Codes Occurrences
Next steps 22
Learning strategies 16
Learning preferences 15
Goal setting 3
56

The SALCers also mentioned the importance of considering users’ learning
preferences (n = 15). Referring to the materials’ function of supporting self-directed,
independent learning, Sora said, “[At the university,] students, almost all of them prefer to
talk, or some do study with [others], or they want to get some ideas from [others].... So there
is only a few opportunities to use [these for independent learning].”

Conversely, the code goal setting, used for participants describing a material’s
potential to support them in setting a learning goal, occurred least frequently (n = 3) in this
theme. These figures may reveal the students’ preference for more specific, directive
suggestions for their learning. This trend mirrors Yamaguchi et al.’s (2019) decision to
eliminate Reinders and Lewis’s (2006) shows how to set goals criterion.

The second most frequent theme corresponded to the selecting the resource theme (33

out of 146 codes). Table 4 shows the codes within this theme and the number of occurrences.

Table 4

Codes in the Selecting the Resource Theme

Codes Occurrences
Level of the text 21
Objectives clearly labeled 12
33

Our codes did not match the criteria established by Reinders and Lewis (2006) or
Yamaguchi et al. (2019) for this theme, as the target materials in this research differed
fundamentally from those in the previous studies. Here, the theme covered codes referring to
level of the text (n = 21; a code added in our data analysis) and objectives clearly labeled (n =

12). Regarding the former, some SALCers referred to the perceived (on first inspection)
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proficiency required for a material’s target user, regardless of whether that perception was
accurate. For instance, Sora believed that for first-year students, “It seems...there is a lot of
information and ... seems very difficult.... Probably freshman don’t wanna try [these]
materials.” Interestingly, upon closer inspection of the materials, several SALCers realized
they might not be as difficult as initially thought. However, Yuna stated,

Maybe the reality is ... even if freshmen or some student can see this kind of material,

maybe they can understand [it], but ... the looks, it seems like there are a lot of

sentences, there are [is] a lot of information, so that’s why many students ... hesitate
to use them, I guess.

As for the latter code, objectives clearly labeled, participants tended to react
positively when the target skill or user was apparent upon viewing the material, as seen in
Akako’s statement: “These colorful materials are really easy to understand what [they are]
for, but these pieces of paper look like difficult ... But when students take a look, maybe they
can understand, ‘Ah! This is for listening.’” These tendencies highlight the importance
students place on clear indicators of the level and intended use of such materials.

The category stimulating interests, developed by Yamaguchi et al. (2019), was also
represented (n = 24). Table 5 shows the codes categorized under this theme. The theme
encapsulated students’ mentioning the inclusion (or lack) of pictures, appeal to their intrinsic
interests, the use of color or a desire for more color, and the general attractiveness of a

material.

Table 5

Codes in the Stimulating Interests Theme

Codes Occurrences
Pictures (provided) 9
Users’ interests 6
Use of colors 5
General attractiveness 4
24
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Table 6
Codes in the Designing the Material Theme

Codes Occurrences
Amount of text 12
Modality 12

Design consistency/appropriacy

Font size

33

A fourth theme, which was not present in either version of the checklist, was revealed
in the results and was labeled designing the material. Table 6 shows the codes categorized
under this theme. It was the third most common, accounting for 33 of the 146 codes and
surpassing stimulating interests. In this category, the participants referred to design-related
factors such as the amount of text on the page (e.g., Nanako’s belief that “It makes me feel
boring when there [are] many letters.”) or the modality of the material (e.g., when a student
expressed the desire for a digital version of a material, rather than a paper one). The theme
also covered the consistency or appropriacy of the materials’ design (n = 6), as in Akako’s
difficulty distinguishing materials of different types. She noticed that materials meant for
different purposes (e.g., worksheets suggesting strategies and those for self-diagnostics)
appeared similar: “Maybe there are some laminated ones but the same color, white, in the
same shape, so I didn’t think it’s [a] different one.” Students also commented on the font size

(three occurrences), although not as often as the overall amount of text.

RQ2: Application of the Findings for Future In-House Material Evaluation

Based on our analysis of the discussions, we suggest that Yamaguchi et al.’s (2019)
checklist can be adjusted in order to be applicable for evaluating SALC in-house materials.
Table 7 (* represents elements common to both checklists) compares their checklist and the
one that we developed after analyzing the SALCers’ answers.

The two versions have several similarities, which are marked with an asterisk and
consist of common categories (four out of five) and criteria (five out of 23). Our checklist
also differs from Yamaguchi et al. (2019) in the following ways: The categories accessing the
parts of the resource and the learning process are absent from our checklist, while designing
the material was added. Some items in the 2019 checklist are not included in our list (e.g.,

glossary, table of contents, keys, and tables provided from the accessing the parts of the
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resource category) because they did not apply to our in-house supporting materials.
Furthermore, new criteria were added to our checklist (e.g., modality, font size, learning
preferences).

Two categories, accessing the parts of the resource and the learning process, were
omitted from our list as they directly refer to features of published pedagogical materials that
do not apply to the materials in this study. However, we propose adding one new category,
designing the material. This category encapsulates codes regarding the amount of text, the
materials’ modality (e.g., whether they have online versions along with, or instead of, paper
versions), the consistency and appropriacy of the design (e.g., whether similar materials have
a recognizably uniform design or whether the design matches materials’ goal or purpose), and

the size of the font.

Table 7

Comparison Between Yamaguchi et al. (2019) and the Present Results

Category Features (Yamaguchi et al., 2019)  Features (Present Results)

| ] ]
An index

A table of contents

Accessing the parts of the

A detailed “map” Not included
resource

A glossary

Chapter previews or summaries

|
Notes on the learning process Next steps
*Show how to set goals *Goal setting
Learning to learn . . . ‘
*Shows learning strategies *Learning strategies
Shows priorities of importance Learning preferences
| | |
Claims to be suitable for self- Objectives clearly labeled
access
N :
Selecting the resource *Clearly describes student level *Level of the text

Needs to be used sequentially

|
*Effective color usage *Effective color usage
*Pictures provided *Pictures provided
*Stimulating interests ‘ )
Graphs/tables provided Users’ interests

General attractiveness
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Amount of text

Modality

Designing the material Not included Design
consistency/appropriacy

Font size

|
Information summarized
Examples provided for tasks
The learning process Not included
Objectives provided for tasks

Keys/ answers/ criteria for tasks

Discussion
In this section, we discuss two prominent findings of the study: the importance of

design and formatting and that of the /learning to learn element in in-house materials.

Importance of Design and Formatting

The results show that design played a significant role in shaping the participants’
perceptions of the SALC materials. Various aspects of the design were mentioned often
enough by the SALCers that a discrete theme emerged, which was present in neither checklist
drawn upon for coding (Reinders & Lewis, 2005, 2006; Yamaguchi et al., 2019). Some
SALCers felt that the purpose or level of certain materials was unclear. Additionally, one
participant expressed confusion over the inconsistency in material design (e.g., why certain
ones were numbered but others were not). Consideration of visual design when creating or
revising materials could make their purpose more immediately apparent, and a consistent
design identity (e.g., use of branding elements or color) might allow for quicker recognition
and distinction between materials. Participants also found visual elements such as
illustrations and diagrams to be important; Chie believed that a material addressing learning
with movies that consisted only of text contradicted the “fun and interesting” image of
movies. She said, “If we have [a] picture and then the explanation on [the] text next to ... or
under that picture, then it’s more easy to understand.” Kota even specified how the use of
rectangular text boxes made the materials look “serious.” These tendencies mirror
Yamaguchi et al.’s (2019) conclusion that, at least for Japanese university learners, a pleasing

appearance was an important factor in self-access materials. Visual design seemed to be a
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greater consideration here than in Reinders and Lewis (2006), and at least to a similar extent
as in Yamaguchi et al.

An additional point regarding the materials’ design involves how it influenced the
participants’ perceptions of the materials. In particular, when inspecting and reacting to the
materials, they often referred to font size or the amount of text on the page. These factors
contributed to their descriptions of the materials as too difficult or boring, as in Midori’s
belief that “it’s kind of scary to read a lot of letters, especially for freshmen.” In turn, these
beliefs affected their opinions on the level of the material (21 occurrences in the theme
selecting the material) and the perceived interest, as in Chie’s belief that “if we like talking
about movies, we want to make it more fun and interesting. But if we have much text, then
we think [the material is] not [about] movies.”

Furthermore, the materials’ modality was referred to often (12 occurrences in reaction
to the materials and seven when suggesting improvements), such as participants’ mentioning
human or digital alternatives or expressing a desire for online versions. This preference is
unsurprising in the current learning context, where all students own mobile devices such as
iPads or laptops and have constant internet access. The importance of convenient, mobile-
friendly learning tools available on-demand has likely become dramatically more salient to
learners since the development of Reinders and Lewis’s (2006) or Yamaguchi et al.’s (2019)
checklists. In addition, factors such as visual design and modality may now carry greater
weight than they did when the previous checklists were developed, reflecting the rapid
evolution of mobile and digital technology and the ways learners have integrated these tools
into their lives., As “digital natives,” current university students have grown up with
interactive, multimedia-rich environments (Chen, 2024) and may engage with learning
materials differently than previous generations. Japanese youth value efficiency and
convenience in digital content and are accustomed to consuming authentic, personalized, and
interactive content (Kanaya, 2024; Lou, 2023; Ulpa, 2024); these factors could possibly lead
them to prioritize digital materials for learning on the go.

As mentioned, the SALC offered digital materials on its website at the time of
writing, but these did not appear to meet the participants’ preferences. Many were developed
during the Covid-19 pandemic as a way to support learners while the SALC was offering
services solely online (Davies et al., 2020), while others are merely PDF versions of existing
paper-based resources and thus may not fully exploit the affordances (e.g., interactivity,
personalizability, multimedia integration, or ease of navigation) of digital formats.

Additionally, anecdotally, from the writers’ experiences, awareness of these digital resources
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is even lower than that of the paper-based ones in this study. This contrast between learners’
apparent preference for digital, mobile-friendly materials and their limited engagement with
the SALC’s current digital offerings suggests a gap that warrants further attention. Future
development of digital resources should not only expand their availability but also ensure
they are aligned with learners’ expectations for convenience, interactivity, and design, while
also taking into consideration the ways that learners navigate to new resources or media, as
well as possible needs for awareness-raising. These needs also present an important avenue
for future research.

Interestingly, SALCers’ opinions regarding the proficiency required to use materials
were only based on their initial reactions to the materials; upon closer inspection, some
SALCers were able to amend their first reactions, reflecting their revised perceptions of the
materials, and suggesting potential improvements. Their first impression appeared to have
been a reaction to the sheer amount of text (in a relatively small font) on the page. This result
underlines the importance of awareness of the size and amount of text when designing in-
house materials, which in turn raises a dilemma. As those such as Sinclair (1996) noted, with
the inherent absence of teachers to guide learners, self-access materials with a learner-
training function may require additional explanation than pedagogical materials. However, if
the very perception of that added explanation makes learners hesitate to approach those
materials, such text becomes counterproductive. Careful consideration will be required to
negotiate this balance when revising these materials or designing new ones.

Moreover, as SALCers are typically highly motivated and autonomous learners, it is
unclear whether general SALC users would react even more strongly to the materials. It is
also important to consider that their position as both staff and students may have influenced
how they engaged with the materials and framed their feedback. This dual perspective may
have shaped their interpretations in ways that differ from typical users, potentially leading to
more reflective or critically informed responses that do not necessarily represent the broader
student experience. Countermeasures (e.g., creative use of type and layout) should be devised
and tested with actual learners. Additional exploratory research is needed to determine how
learners interact with printed materials and whether support could reasonably be provided in
other modalities (e.g., online videos). A clear implication of these results is that design should
be accounted for when developing in-house materials. One encouraging point is that as these
materials were produced in-house, SALC faculty and staff certainly have more control over
them than with published materials. Building on this advantage, SALCs could implement

practical measures such as conducting periodic reviews of in-house materials and involving
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learners in the design process to better meet their needs. These steps can contribute to

creating more effective and learner-centered materials.

Learning to Learn: Perceived Importance and Further Support

The findings suggested that our participants viewed learning to learn as a particularly
important element in the in-house materials. This contrasts with Yamaguchi et al. (2019),
which showed that some higher-order functions of materials were less salient to their
Japanese learners. One explanation for this is that the materials we examined in this study
were in-house materials that inherently focus on the learning process (e.g., choosing
resources, self-evaluating their own learning, and learning the steps to do activities such as
dictation; see Appendix A for examples). Another factor that possibly contributed to this
difference is the fact that the participants were not merely students but SALC student staff
who received training to understand the SALC’s purpose of fostering learner autonomy in
students.

Among the codes under the theme of learning to learn, our participants paid the most
attention to next steps. Their comments suggested that students may have difficulty deciding
what to do after using the in-house materials. With our strategy self-evaluation pamphlets,
which provide questions that help students evaluate how they study, some SALCers “didn’t
actually know what to do after answering these [self-evaluation] questions,” as Kota said.
Teachers may easily assume students would see how to improve their learning after
reviewing such evaluation questions. For example, if they answer “rarely” to the question
“Do you choose texts appropriate to your level?” it may appear evident that they would then
know to start choosing reading materials carefully. However, some participants’ comments
suggest this process may be challenging for many learners. In fact, to select reading materials
that match their level, learners must first know what is “appropriate” for their level. The
answer may differ depending on the learning purpose. For instance, if students wish to
improve their reading fluency through extensive reading, it is recommended that they choose
a book for which they already know 98% of the vocabulary (Nation & Waring, 2020). On the
other hand, if learners engage in academic reading to gain knowledge about a given topic, the
material will likely contain more unknown vocabulary. Once they figure out the level,
learners need to find materials at that level, which is another challenge, according to the
SALCers in this study. Furthermore, trying new resources could be emotionally demanding
for learners even after locating them. They may easily fall back on the resources they are

already familiar with (Ubukata & Ying, 2023).
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In light of such possible challenges that learners face, the results highlight the
importance of optimally utilizing in-house self-access materials by connecting them with
other resources available in a SALC (Kershaw et al., 2010). In this sense, human resources
may be the key to bridging in-house materials and learners’ successful learning in terms of
learning to learn, including support for finding their next steps. For the SALCers who
participated in this study, learning advisors seem to play an important role in providing
support that matches learners’ specific needs, as Sora stated: “If I have to use these materials,
first of all, I reserve ... learning advisors.... I think I can use these materials more effectively
rather than do that only one.” As some of the in-house materials include notes encouraging
learners to talk to learning advisors, other materials could also benefit by emphasizing this
point.

Conclusion

This study examined students’ perspectives on our SALC in-house supporting
materials. The results highlighted the importance of carefully considering design aspects such
as consistency, illustrations, font and amount of text, and modality. The findings also
suggested that in-house materials should facilitate the learning process, for example, by
providing next steps and accommodating learners’ learning preferences. Addressing those
would make SALC resources more attractive and relevant and improve accessibility and
inclusiveness for all users (as suggested in Pemberton et al., 2023).

Several limitations in the study need to be noted. First, regarding the participants, they
were not general SALC users but student staff trained to have a shared understanding of the
SALC and to support other students’ learning in the facility. Thus, the results may not be
generalizable to typical SALC users. Future research could address these gaps by involving
regular students and observing their interactions with the materials or gathering feedback
after extended use. Second, limitations exist related to the group discussions. During the
hands-on parts of the discussions, the SALCers often viewed the materials closely for the first
time, and their opinions were based solely on those initial reactions. Additionally, the
researchers were present during these discussions, and as senior figures in the SALC, their
presence may have influenced participants’ responses. This influence could have introduced
social desirability bias or hesitation on the participants’ part to offer critical feedback.
Finally, regarding methodological shortcomings, the checklist by Yamaguchi et al. (2019),
used for analysis due to the lack of research on in-house self-access materials, was designed
for different types of materials, making direct comparisons difficult. Future research could

ideally be based on a checklist specifically developed for in-house materials.
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Based on the findings, SALC practitioners (e.g., faculty or administrative staff)
developing or providing in-house supporting materials should regularly assess users’ voices
and evolving needs through different means, such as discussions and surveys. In addition, we
suggest frequently evaluating and updating those materials using a checklist, such as the one
developed in this research. Raising awareness among users, staff, and faculty through
orientation and workshops would also be necessary. As suggested by Rowberry (2004),
simply making materials available around the SALC is insufficient to ensure their adoption
by learners. At the same time, the material development and evaluation process has
challenges. Creating or updating in-house materials presents an additional workload and may
not be easily feasible with limited staff availability. The need to meet a diverse range of
learners’ preferences and needs may present further challenges to practitioners. Depending on
the context, copyright issues are another restriction; for example, in our context, copyright
laws heavily restrict the use of commercial images. To overcome such difficulties, it is
crucial to bring together teachers and administrative staff and effectively leverage their

expertise.
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Appendix A
Examples of In-house Materials Presented in Group Discussions
Reading pamphlet (Strategy self-evaluation pamphlet)
(Figure redacted for blinding purposes)
Reading pamphlet (Recommended resources pamphlet)

Books and Mangas
Books written by Roald Dahl : His most famous book is probably Charlie and the Chocolate Factory | Intermediate and

but all his books are funny and not too difficult for language learners.

Novels: Reading a novel transports you into a new world, you get to know the characters in the

Intermediate and
story well, and learn about another culture too. Here are two. There are many more in the SALC.
e Astreet cat named Bob R/NF/20018
e Desert flower R/NF/20002

Mangas: You know what these are! Have fun reading them in English and learn new phrases!

e Demon slayer : kimetsu no yaiba R/Man/10008
e Your name R/Man/10386

e Spirited away R/Man/10332

e Slam Dunk R/Man/10171

higher

Elementary and

higher

e T T e

Online links to reading
e Myths and Legends http://myths.e2bn.org/mythsandlegends/
Enjoy historical stories based on ancient myths and legends. This website has a lot of them for you
to read. There are animated drawings and audio to make it fun.
e Soranews24 https://en.rocketnews24.com/
There are many articles that provide unique stories and trivial information about Japan.
e TDR Explorer (blog) https://tdrexplorer.com/

Blog for theme park fans. Intermediate and

e POLYGLOTS (app) higher

The app provides current news articles in 15 genres. It also has useful features for language

learners such as the built-in dictionary and the timer to check your reading speed. Available at

Apple Store and Google Play.

e PressReader (app)

The app allows you to download thousands of the world’s most popular newspapers and

magazines. *Use KUIS wifi

""" ¢ Newsinlevels htto://www.newsinlevelscom/ T

3 levels

Another news website for language learners. Great for beginners.

o

Enjoy graded readers in the SALC and at home (but please check them out first!)

Here are a few of our graded readers. There are many genres and levels. Enjoy reading!

Stephen Hawking (R/GR/20470Genre: Biography) Level 2

Life of Pi (R/GR/20522 Genre: Drama) Level 3

Marvel’s Guardians of the Galaxy (R/GR/20546 Genre: Sci-fi) Level 4
The Great Gatsby (R/GR/30149 Genre: Drama) Level 5

Brave New World (R/GR/30117 Genre: Sci-fi) Level 6

Elementary and

higher
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Dictation strategy (Worksheet)

How to Do Dictation

This sheet can help you improve your vocabulary and listening skills by doing dictation.

Dictation is listening carefully to speech and writing down everything you hear.

Step |. Preparation

Get a pen and a paper.

Step 2. Choosing your Dictation

Choose the part of the movie that you think will be good for dictation.
Choose a short part at first.

Step 3. Listening

Before you start to write anything, listen to the part of the movie that you have chosen.
I. Try to understand the content.

2. Get yourself familiarized with the speed.

3. Do NOT look at the subtitles or screenplay.

4. Do NOT write anything yet.

Step 4. Dictation

1. Listen again to the part you have chosen.
2. Try to catch as many details as possible.
3. Try to write down exactly what you hear.

Step 5. Repeat Step 4 as many times as you like

Step 6. Check the script
Look at the screenplay® to check your dictation.

*Do not use the English subtitles to check your dictation. Very often subtitles are different from the

waords that are spoken in the movie.

SALT - Learning With Movies Strategy Sheet
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Appendix B

Questions Used in Group Discussions

Part 1 - SALCers’ experiences with the materials

Did you know about them before this project?

Do you know where to find them in the SALC?

Have you used them? If so, how?

Have you seen any students using them? How have they used them? (How often?)
Do you know their purposes?

Does it look interesting or attractive?

Part 2 - SALCers’ opinions of the materials
Take a look at the material and think aloud (i.e., say what you are thinking/feeling as you
explore it).

How would you use it?
When would you use it?
In what situation would you use it?

Part 3 - SALCers’ suggestions to improve the materials
Please complete the sentences and share your ideas:

“I would use this tool to ...”

“I would use this when ...”

“This would be good for ...”

“After reading the material, I would do ...”

Does the material help you learn new learning strategies or how to be a good learner?
Is there any change you would like to make? Please explain.

What would you like to do as a SALCer to support other students using these
materials?

What do you want learning advisors to do?

Are there any other supporting materials you wish to have?
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Appendix C

Data Analysis: Themes, Codes and Definitions

Theme Theme Definition Code

Code Definition

Next steps

SALCers mention
whether the in-
house materials

include guidance Learning strategies

SALCers mention the provision
of an explanation of what users
should do with the in-house
material, or suggestions for or
other connections to users’ next
steps

SALCers mention include and
explain specific learning

Learning to learnine t strategies in the materials
learn on learning to
leam, as Well as SALCers mention the degree to
their op 1n1(;lqs Learning which the in-house materials
regarfhng this preferences reflect or do not reflect SALC
function users’ preferred ways of learning
SALCers mention ways in which
Goal settin the in-house material may allow
oal setting them to set goals or scaffold
their goal setting
| | | 1
SALCers refer to the level of
Level of the text Enghsh prqﬁmency that tthy
believe the in-house materials
SALCers mention require
Sclecting factors that may |

affect their

selection of the

in-house materials Objectives clearly
labeled

the resource

SALCers express opinions
regarding how explicitly the
objectives and purposes of the
in-house materials are labeled as
well as how easily they can
grasp those purposes

Pictures provided

SALCers express
. ) their opinions on
Stimulating pit
) how the in-house , .
interests Users’ interests

materials
stimulate interests

Effective color
usage

416

SALCers mention the pictures
(or lack thereof) on the in-house
materials and how this affects
their perceptions

SALCers express their
impressions concerning how the
in-house material appeals to
users’ intrinsic interests

SALCers mention the use of
colors (or lack thereof) within
the in-house materials
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General
attractiveness

SALCers mention the overall
visual appeal of the in-house
materials

Designing
the material

SALCers express
opinions on
aspects of the
design of the in-
house materials

Amount of text

Modality

Design consistency/
appropriacy

Font size

1
SALCers mention the quantity of
text in the in-house materials

SALCers express preferences in
terms of the modality of learning
materials (e.g., paper or digital)

SALCers describe the uniformity
(or lack thereof) in the design of
the in-house materials or how
the design matches the material’s
goal or purpose, and its impact
on their perceptions

SALCers express opinions
related to the size of the printed
type in the in-house materials
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