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Abstract 

 

Self-access educators face a variety of challenges that restrict the fostering of language learning 

beyond the classroom. Despite this reality, no general framework has been articulated to address 

constraints in self-access learning. This paper begins by reviewing different interpretations of 

SALL and its evaluation and then presents an ecology of constraints before discussing relevant 

literature on the various types. Together with this classification system, the paper introduces a 

method for designing and refining self-access initiatives to navigate constraints. An example 

from the authors’ own experience is shared to demonstrate the applicability of the model. The 

paper concludes with a discussion of how the proposed model complements empirical studies in 

self-access. 
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Charting a course for self-access language learning (SALL) is a rewarding but complex 

endeavor. Successful self-access centers are seen as an asset to institutions, offering unique 

services to students for autonomous language learning. They offer a range of affordances and 

opportunities for learning beyond the classroom as well as dynamic orientations which provide 

support to individual learners. However, like any department or program, there are barriers to 

success. Beyond commonplace challenges, self-access programs provide support, resources, and 

spaces at institutions that may not fully understand or appreciate the value of such services. As a 

result, self-access programs can be fettered by problems from different fields concurrently (lack 

of use by students, lack of support from colleagues, and lack of investment by the wider 

institution), with limited resources to investigate causes or make effective changes. Over the 

years, many working in SALL have written articles to illustrate the problems they faced and 
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solutions they devised. However, little has been suggested for a comprehensive categorization of 

common constraints.  

The term constraint was chosen to reflect the binding nature of various issues found in 

and across self-access literature, some of which naturally collocate with constraints (e.g., 

institutional, resource, and time). This paper begins by reviewing and framing different 

interpretations of SALL, then presents an ecological classification of constraint labels before 

discussing relevant literature, which presents various types of constraints in self-access. 

Addressing the lack of a current systematic framework, this ecological classification is able to 

categorize and organize issues throughout the field. This leads to an argument for a new 

constraint-based perspective. This lens offers self-access professionals an understanding of 

constraints common to many SALL programs to help them effectively identify constraints in 

their programs. 

To make effective use of the constraint categories presented here, the paper suggests a 

model for quick identification of local constraints along with steps to begin navigating them. The 

model is based on Human-Centered Design (HCD) and offers SALL practitioners a guide for 

designing and refining self-access initiatives. Human-Centered Design is a design process that 

prioritizes an understanding of the needs of people first, and then development and iteration from 

that foundation of awareness. The authors propose this system to be used in combination with 

empirical investigation, where possible. Where time and resources are not immediately available 

for deep program investigation, this model offers a starting point to clearly identify local 

constraints and to take action. 

 

Review of Literature 

Framing Self-Access Language Learning 

SALL has been conceptualized in different ways. Benson (2011) explains that early self-

access language centers (SACs) were based on the notion that the provision of materials would 

facilitate self-directed learning. While sometimes associated with the learning that happens 

inside SACs (see, e.g., Cotterall & Reinders, 2000), recently SALL has been interpreted more 

broadly to include learning outside of the formal classroom (Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022). In 

addition to location, another key consideration is whether students choose to engage in SALL of 

their own volition or if they are coerced. While some argue that students should not be required 
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to visit SACs (see, e.g., Cooker, 2010; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022), others report the 

practices of reward systems (Mehran et al., 2016), required attendance (Warrington, 2018), or 

homework assignments (Croker & Ashurova, 2012) to boost student participation. With these 

diverse practices in mind, we adopt Mynard and Shelton-Strong’s (2022) definition of SALL, 

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

support,” but with the understanding that some practitioners are struggling to provide this type of 

learning due to various constraints (p. 2). Teachers may need to promote self-access in the 

classroom, for example, or they may be limited in the amount of support they can offer. 

Accordingly, we adopt an inclusive interpretation whereby those programs that are struggling to 

offer more idealized learning experiences may also be considered as self-access. 

 

Self-Access Center Evaluation 

Over the last two decades, SALL scholars have pursued research on the evaluation of 

self-access centers in terms of effectiveness, staff practices, and how centers fit into broader 

educational organizations such as universities. Reinders and Lázaro (2008) investigated self-

access assessment across 46 centers in locations ranging from New Zealand to Hong Kong and 

Germany, identifying the challenges involved in evaluating programs that cater to highly 

individualized learning. They concluded that systematic evaluation is naturally difficult in such 

contexts and argued that more structured assessment requires stronger institutional support, 

including time and training for teachers as well as a clear rationale for learners to use SAC 

services. Similarly, Thornton and Noguchi (2016) proposed a system for self-access center 

assessment and management that generates data both for the improvement of services and for 

demonstrating value to host institutions. Mynard (2016) outlined an extensive three-step 

evaluation system for the large and flourishing SALC at Kanda University of International 

Studies (KUIS), integrating strategic planning, research, student feedback, and staff input to 

address constraints from several complementary angles. More recently, Mynard (2024) observed 

four European sites offering self-access language learning support and concluded with guiding 

questions for SAC leaders focused on themes such as assessment and self-evaluation, generative 

AI, inclusion, institutional structure and collaboration, multilingualism, and teacher education. 

Taken together, these studies demonstrate the value of extensive planning and empirical 

research in assessing the effectiveness of self-access centers. However, approaches such as those 
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described by Reinders and Lázaro (2008), Thornton and Noguchi (2016), and Mynard (2016) 

often require considerable institutional and staff support. While such systems can produce 

valuable insights and data, they may be difficult for some programs to implement. By contrast, 

the open questions proposed by Mynard (2024) illustrate how even small teams may begin 

reflecting on and improving their programs. The model proposed in the present study follows a 

similar logic by offering a “lightweight” process that can precede deeper investigation. Ideally, 

approaches such as ours—or reflective frameworks like Mynard’s—can help generate early 

insights that later support more extensive evaluative research. 

 

Constraints on Fostering SALL 

Related to research on self-access evaluation, some SALL studies include a discussion of 

how constraints interfere with fostering self-access. In many cases, however, the focus of these 

papers is not on the constraints themselves, but rather on trying to implement an initiative or 

achieve certain objectives (e.g., Andersson & Nakahashi, 2019; Baker, 2022; Croker & 

Ashurova, 2012; Mehran et al., 2016; Parsons & Warrington, 2020; Reinders, 2007) or on 

assessing or evaluating SALL (e.g., Baker, 2022; Birdsell, 2024; Cotterall & Reinders, 2000; 

Morrison, 2008). Even when constraints occupy a central focus (e.g., Papadima-Sophocleous, 

2013; Reinders & Lázaro, 2008; Taube-Shibata et al., 2023; Warrington, 2018; Wichayathian & 

Reinders, 2015), due to their inherent complexity and the different language used to label them, 

it is difficult to account for them. Furthermore, while scholars have conceptualized constraints in 

autonomous and self-access language learning at different levels (from individual beliefs to 

institutional policies), they do not label them in a consistent way (see, e.g., Benson, 2011; 

Murray, 2014; Reinders & Hubbard, 2012). To address this diversity, we adopt an ecological 

perspective, which enables us to observe that some constraints fall rather neatly under the nested 

levels (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; van Lier, 2004) of macro (e.g., institutions), meso (e.g., 

operations) and micro constraints (e.g., teacher tendencies), while others (e.g., spaces and 

resources) scale at multiple levels.1 Moreover, it is instructive to perceive these constraints 

through an ecological lens because, as the literature demonstrates, they rarely manifest in 

isolation but rather emerge in combination with others. Seeing constraints through a consistent 
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lens enables better understanding for SALL professionals, which can lead to resolving 

constraints and making way for significant positive change. Figure 1 presents our ecological 

understanding of constraints in fostering SALL. 

 

Figure 1 

Ecology of constraints in fostering SALL 

 

Note. Constraints on the left are more level-specific, while those on the right cut across levels.  

 

In this paper, constraints are defined as factors generally external to self-access educators 

that inhibit the fostering of SALL. Table 1 presents a categorization of constraints, including 

definitions and related terms for each one. To address the vast and varied nature of literature on 

overcoming problems in self-access, we will discuss prominent examples of constraints and 

make connections that allow for a systematic categorization.  

 

Table 1  

Key Constraints on Fostering SALL 

Constraints Related terms/ sub-

constraints 

Definitions 

Learner Tendencies Learner behaviors and 

learning practices 

Patterns of actions that mediate how learners engage 

with SALL 

Teacher Tendencies Teacher behaviors and 

teaching practices 

Patterns of actions that mediate how teachers foster 

SALL; ‘Teacher’ includes advisors, student staff, and 

program facilitators who have pedagogical contact with 

learners. 



 11 

Use Attendance; participation; 

push vs. pull  

Amount and quality of time learners engage with SALL 

Place Space; location; 

proximity; convenience; 

accessibility environment 

Physical/virtual learning spaces, whose accessibility 

and atmosphere influence participation 

Resources Materials; technology; 

human support; finance 

Availability and sustainability of learning materials, 

technological tools, and staff 

Time Scheduling; workload; 

availability 

Learners’ and staff’s competing commitments and 

institutional timetabling that limit engagement 

Institutions & Policy Curriculum; timetables; 

finance; administrative 

priorities; regulations 

Structural frameworks (curriculum, budgets, policies) 

and administrative orientations that set the conditions 

for SALL 

Coordination Integration; training; 

communication; 

cooperation 

Operational alignment among learners, teachers, SAC 

staff, and administrators to link self-access with courses 

and daily practice 

   

First, we address the connection between learner tendencies and use. As Table 1 shows, 

learner tendencies refer to learner behaviors and learning practices, representing a pattern of past 

and present actions that mediate how learners engage with SALL. For instance, Croker and 

Ashurova (2012) explain that first-year university students in Japan may feel confused and 

unsettled in their initial experiences with self-access as this style of out-of-class learning is at 

odds with their previous experiences in a controlled classroom environment under the 

supervision of a teacher. Similarly, Parsons and Warrington (2020) and Birdsell (2015, 2024) 

note that students may not use the learning spaces due to a lack of personal experience and 

understanding. Such learner tendencies may lead to a lack of use (see e.g., Birdsell, 2015; Croker 

& Ashurova, 2012; Gillies, 2007; Parsons and Warrington, 2018; Warrington, 2018). As Birdsell 

(2015) explains, “one major issue that many SALCs face . . . 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” (p. 272).  

Use, which can also be understood as attendance, can be measured for an entire SAC or 

for particular programs. It is a common concern for SACs, as some believe “the success of these 

centers comes down to the number of students who utilize the space” (Birdsell, 2015, p. 272). 

However, it is not merely use which determines success but also support, as well as the 

effectiveness and quality of the time spent engaging with SALL. Nevertheless, use is a 

commonly mentioned indicator of a SAC’s success, although when compared with traditional 

classroom learning, it is difficult to assess any linguistic gains that result from self-access 
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(Reinders & Lázaro, 2008). Not only are students typically engaged in different kinds of learning 

activities, according to their own goals and preferences, but they are also frequently engaged in 

SALL concurrently with classroom learning. This challenge makes the number of self-access 

visitors an attractive measurement for administrators and institutions. 

Of course, use is not merely related to learner tendencies but also to institutions and 

policies. Some administrators’ focus on attendance numbers can lead to coerced visits, where 

students are required to attend SACs and engage in SAC programs to fulfill homework 

assignments, a tendency that is at odds with the principle of supporting learners’ autonomy 

(Cooker, 2010; Warrington, 2018). While it should ideally be the students’ choice to engage in 

self-access, administrators who lack formal qualifications and training in education may be more 

concerned with achieving sufficient attendance numbers in order to justify the financial inputs of 

programs (Warrington, 2018).  

Institutions and policies are also closely involved with decisions about place, time, and 

resources. Although place could be considered a resource, we have treated it separately since it 

is often central to SALL. Place can refer to the amount and quality of space, the location on a 

campus, as well as related issues like proximity, convenience, accessibility, and environment. 

One common issue is location in terms of a space’s proximity or accessibility for students. 

Regarding proximity, Parsons and Warrington (2020) reported on some students not wanting to 

visit a SAC because it was located far away. Similarly, Andersson and Nakahashi (2019) shared 

that their school’s counseling service was only easily accessible to those on one of three 

campuses. As these examples illustrate, self-access spaces that are difficult to access are a real or 

perceived drain on student time and can create a notable constraint. 

Others have written about the problem of not having suitable spaces to conduct SALL 

activities. Baker (2022) lamented the lack of sufficient space for his SAC program in Taiwan, 

underscoring the importance of having spaces appropriate for supporting certain kinds of 

learning. Taube-Shibata and Lorentzen (2023) explained that not having a set place for providing 

maker spaces (community spaces with tools and resources for creating and building projects) 

resulted in a number of problems. For one, students were required to go to different locations, 

such as classrooms, when they wanted to join the activity. Additionally, the teachers did not have 

a single place to store materials. This resulted in inconvenience and created time burdens on both 

groups. Self-access spaces must meet the needs of those who wish to make use of them.  
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Not only the location but also the environment is important. Warrington (2018) 

bemoaned the fact that the SAC at his university was located on the first floor of the library, and 

citing Gromik (2015), he argued that “this can lead to competition between a SAC and a library 

as a place of learning” (p. 148). The association with a library may also send the wrong message 

to students about what is expected of them in the SAC. Tweed (2016) mentioned the issue of a 

library-like SAC in Cambodia, where there was little social interaction or support for learners. 

Similarly, Cooker (2010) advocates for spaces that do not feel like libraries or classrooms, as she 

explains the rationale behind her SAC design: 

… the careful choice of colour schemes, furniture, physical layout, displays, and décor,  

we succeeded in creating a space which felt “different”. … Through this  

relaxed ambience we aimed to provide a place where students would choose to hang  

out and speak English, and be enticed to use the facilities and materials (p. 8).  

 

Thus, place encompasses a number of qualities that have the potential to attract or 

discourage students from engaging in SALL. Like place, resources are also fundamental to 

fostering self-access. These refer to physical and digital materials as well as human resources, 

including teachers, advisors, and self-access staff, including students. For some self-access 

programs, however, it is difficult to provide these necessary resources to learners, as they cost 

money. For example, Papadima-Sophocleous (2013) wrote about the challenge of starting a new 

SAC in Cyprus during the time of a national financial crisis. Two constraints he addressed were 

the provision of material and digital resources as well as human resources who could act in both 

administrative and pedagogical capacities. Similarly, Baker (2022) wrote about the challenges of 

dealing with limited material and digital resources (for extensive reading, CALL, and multimedia 

use) as well as teachers and teaching assistants needed to support a range of programs. Although 

there are many online resources freely available, they may not always match the learners’ needs. 

While sometimes costly, human resources in the form of advisors, student staff and others 

remain critical for supporting successful SALL (Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022).  

Finally, the critical relationship between coordination and teacher tendencies is 

examined. Regarding the former, self-access often exists in the form of centralized programs or 

spaces and entails working and communicating with different stakeholders, including high-level 

administrators, faculty and department leaders, instructors, students and others. Successful 
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coordination is therefore a complex and vital aspect of fostering SALL. Teacher tendencies are 

closely linked to coordination, just as learner tendencies are connected to use. These tendencies 

(i.e., teacher behaviors and teaching practices) represent a pattern of actions that mediate how 

teachers foster and engage with self-access. They can thus have a significant impact on the 

successful coordination of initiatives.  

Achieving a high degree of coordination is not easy in the maelstrom of many 

educational institutions. One challenge is making effective connections between the classroom 

and SALL. This is seen as desirable so SACs and related programs can offer the necessary 

support for classroom learning (Cotterall & Reinders, 2000). For example, students who are in 

need of language support for their classes may be able to acquire the needed assistance from a 

program such as advising desks, writing centers, or conversation programs. Moreover, if teachers 

better understand the practices and principles of self-access, then they may be better equipped to 

aid them. Sadly, however, this is not always the case (Birdsell, 2024). Due to their tendencies, 

which may stem from a lack of knowledge or unsympathetic attitudes, some teachers may treat 

self-access as little more than homework and thus fail to empathize with students’ struggles to 

engage with out-of-class learning (Wichayathian & Reinders, 2015). 

Above, we have seen how the eight constraints across three nested levels were presented 

in the literature. Their interconnectedness was demonstrated as some constraints were shown to 

emerge with others, such as learner tendencies and use, as well as coordination and teacher 

tendencies. It is useful to reiterate the point that the intentions of the authors varied. While their 

studies were primarily selected to illustrate the different constraint types, some were more 

concerned with initiatives and objectives (e.g., Andersson & Nakahashi, 2019; Baker, 2022; 

Croker & Ashurova, 2012; Mehran et al., 2016; Parsons & Warrington, 2020; Reinders, 2007), 

and others focused more on assessing or evaluating self-access (e.g., Baker, 2022; Birdsell, 2024; 

Cotterall & Reinders, 2000). Nevertheless, all the authors were motivated to advance SALL on 

some level. In a similar vein, next we introduce a new model of navigating constraints, with the 

intention of providing another useful means of propelling self-access forward.  

 

Human-Centered Design 

Our constraint model for SALL draws from several approaches but is based primarily on 

a Human-Centered Design (HCD) framework. HCD is a multi-step design approach that focuses 
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on users of a product or service, prioritizing understanding, in-depth development, and iteration. 

There have been numerous realizations of HCD in terms of how many steps and what the steps 

focus on. San Francisco-based IDEO design firm suggests a concise three-step process of 

Inspiration, Ideation, and Implementation that helps designers to connect with stakeholders, 

make plans and begin to act on them (IDEO.org, 2015). Conversely, Stanford University’s 

prestigious d.school design program utilizes a five-step process of Empathize, Define, Ideate, 

Prototype, and Test (Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University, 2010). 

HCD evolved from new ideas in industrial processes, business administration and design 

philosophy. While systems built on industrial design became standards for efficiency, by the 

1980s some innovators began to question if human needs had become a casualty of the industrial 

world. One system that attempted to return focus to workers and their environments was Human-

Centered Design (HCD). Developed from ideas in Norman’s (1988) book Design of Everyday 

Things, Human-Centered Design argued for item design that was more compatible with human 

bodies, lives and workstyles. Ideas that followed from this basic principle sought to move 

beyond design of everyday objects to concepts like business practice and management. In 

education, HCD was adopted in some public schools such as the Nueva School in California 

(The Nueva School, 2025) and the iZone’s school initiative in New York City (Hodas, 2016; 

Digital Promise, 2025). 

As HCD models focus on the human experience as the basis for action and champion 

ideas of empathy, collaboration and iteration they serve as a solid foundation for a system of 

navigating constraints in a self-access environment. 

 

Our Framework for Navigating Constraints on SALL 

To aid educators in identifying and taking action on their local constraints, we present a 

framework that incorporates a constraint focus into HCD. This model is designed to help 

educators focus on constraints unique to their environment and promote cooperation while 

emphasizing prototyping, testing and innovating. To be sure, individuals involved in carrying 

HCD need not be limited to SAC professionals but could include learners, student staff, teachers, 

and other stakeholders. 

Our framework is a step-by-step process designed to offer educators a clear path from 

identifying constraints to action. Following the common process for many HCD models, our 
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system is broken into six steps. The first step is to Clarify Constraints, and unlike many other 

HCD models, this one begins with careful consideration of a constraint that a SALL educator 

wishes to navigate through an ecological view of their environment (see Figure 1). Leveraging 

our eight categories (see Table 1), educators can work to identify a focus. Ideally, these 

constraints would be considered with reference to a SAC’s mission, vision or principles. After 

defining a focus, the next step is to Empathize. Empathy and understanding of stakeholders’ 

conflicting motivations and goals are vital to identifying a successful path forward. By 

empathize, we mean adopting the viewpoint of others. This can be especially helpful when 

addressing constraints where others’ approval is required for change to take place. The third step 

is Define, in which the issue is further defined with consideration of cooperation with 

stakeholders. “How might we” statements help with this clarification. With constraints and 

people more clearly defined, our system moves to brainstorming with Ideate. This step 

determines what creative strategies or resources can be leveraged (e.g., technology, spaces, 

online resources, collaboration, etc.) to address the constraint under focus. From there, we 

suggest Prototyping, creating a simple, short-term or small-scale version of the plan and putting 

it into action. Finally, Test and Iterate urges the educator to examine the results and data from 

the previous phase and, over time and with collaboration from stakeholders, develop towards a 

lasting strategy.  

 

Figure 2 

HCD Process for Navigating Constraints 

 

As mentioned above, one of the benefits of the HCD model is that it is more time-

efficient compared to other change-oriented approaches, such as action research and evaluative 
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initiatives. Action research has many positive characteristics, some of which are similar to our 

HCD model. For instance, both are practitioner-led, and both involve cyclical frameworks in 

which testing or reflection informs subsequent action (Burns, 2010). However, because action 

research typically entails a relatively rigorous research process—including study design and the 

systematic collection and analysis of data—it may not be feasible for many educators (Allwright, 

2005). Similarly, while evaluation plays an important role in assessing the overall quality and 

effectiveness of SACs and their individual programs, its comparatively wide scope, together with 

the demands of systematic evidence gathering and interpretation, can make it time-consuming 

(see, e.g., Mynard, 2016; Mynard, 2024; Reinders & Lázaro, 2008; Thornton & Noguchi, 2016). 

As with teachers, many SAC professionals occupy multiple roles and may not have the capacity 

to undertake complex and time-intensive research projects. In contrast, an HCD approach 

focuses more narrowly on identifying and addressing a particular constraint within a learning 

environment. This allows SALL professionals to prototype and implement practical changes 

more readily and with greater expediency, albeit on a limited scale. 

 

Applying the Model 

Below is an example from our own experience of applying HCD to navigating a 

constraint in self-access. 

Clarify Constraints 

The self-access team reflected on the fact that our center was largely program driven. As 

a result, virtually all the SAC space was occupied by pre-determined programs, primarily ones 

dedicated to practicing and developing communication skills in English and other languages. Our 

center lacked a dedicated place where students were encouraged to use and learn languages 

freely, without regard to adhering to set times or guidelines imposed by programs. In 2023, we 

established a space at one end of our SAC, which was designated as the Open Lounge. However, 

after launching it in 2023, one key constraint held it back. As the Open Lounge occupied a rather 

narrow space, the amount and type of use it could offer were limited.   

Analyze Stakeholder perspectives 

We were initially concerned about the institution granting a larger area of space and 

furniture, especially since the Open Lounge was different from our other spaces, which were 

program driven. From our inquiries, we learned that there was little or no available budget to 
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spend on additional furniture and that there was no unused space adjacent to the one we were 

currently using.  

Define 

Since we could not secure new spaces to use, we opted to work within this constraint. We 

considered the following question: How might we change the way we use our existing SAC 

spaces so that we can provide a larger and more diversified Open Lounge? 

Brainstorm Creative Solutions (Ideate) 

We brainstormed different ways we could use the existing space to make room for the 

enlarged Open Lounge. After considering different options, we decided to use space previously 

occupied by our established programs. This involved moving some programs to different areas of 

the SAC. We were thus able to carve out an area within our existing SAC space that we could 

use as an extension of the Open Lounge. The administrators overseeing the learning commons 

and our SAC agreed with this plan.   

Prototype 

  The SAC team met together during the winter break in early 2024 and discussed different 

furniture configurations so that we could create enough space for the new area. We then 

experimented with the arrangements until we could all agree. We reallocated unneeded furniture 

from other SAC programs. Finally, we were able to utilize an eclectic array of furniture that 

created various spaces for social and individual learning. 

Test and Iterate 

The newly designed Open Lounge was made available during the spring semester in 

2024. We have since made ongoing changes to it and have appointed student staff and a full-time 

manager. Training support sessions are offered to our team of student staff twice a semester to 

deal with challenging issues that arise and to continue to develop the space. We see this new 

space as a work in progress and are pleased that we get a mix of international and Japanese 

students utilizing it regularly for a wide variety of learning purposes. 

Commentary 

The above example illustrates how HCD design was applied to one constraint, place, in 

our self-access center. It is important to note that while our experience with using this model was 
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positive, we do not have empirical evidence to support the efficacy of HCD for resolving 

constraints. The largely practical operation did not include any data collection and analysis, for 

example. However, the streamlined process enabled us to launch the expanded Open Lounge 

during one semester in 2024. Our team continues to meet and discuss the operations of the Open 

Lounge to enhance its capacities and relevance for our learners. Resolving the space constraint 

for this free learning space has resulted in a SAC that is closer to our vision of one that supports 

students’ autonomy.  

Discussion 

 It is the mission of self-access programs to offer support and guidance to students in their 

unique journeys toward becoming capable autonomous learners. This investigation aimed to 

organize and categorize common problems in SALL implementation to make those constraints 

more visible to the community and more manageable for individual programs. Each constraint 

removed liberates time and resources to support learners. 

Constraints in self-access language learning programs can vary greatly, and recent 

literature addresses specific problems, pressures, and obstacles. For example, Birdsell (2015) 

discusses the difficulties of attracting and retaining students, and similar concerns have been 

investigated by other SALL professionals in different contexts (e.g., Croker & Ashurova, 2012; 

Parsons & Warrington, 2020). Taken together, these studies suggest that some constraints arise 

from past and present patterns of action that mediate how learners engage with SALL. Other 

constraints emerge from the physical and organizational environments in which self-access 

programs operate. For instance, Baker (2022) describes his SAC program’s lack of sufficient 

space—an issue faced by many self-access programs. Related concerns such as location, 

proximity, and accessibility likewise stem from where and how students interact with SALL 

professionals (e.g., Andersson & Nakahashi, 2019; Taube-Shibata et al., 2023). Although these 

challenges are featured in self-access learning literature, they are often discussed individually, 

and the field currently lacks a shared framework for describing and categorizing them.  

To provide a straightforward path from categorization to action, this paper also 

introduced a method of problematizing and brainstorming based on Human-Centered Design 

(HCD). We were concerned that the ecology of constraints alone might not offer educators a 

clear route forward and could function merely as a classification system. HCD offers a relatively 
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quick brainstorming and testing process rooted in a widely used methodology. The HCD model 

provides a researched and tested framework that has been applied successfully in educational 

contexts. While there have been no empirical studies confirming the value of applying HCD for 

resolving constraints in SALL, from our experience, it has been both an effective and time-

efficient endeavor. At its core, the approach emphasizes human-centered perspectives while 

promoting efficiency through attention to interactional relationships and incremental change. 

Ideally, the categorizations and problematizing methods proposed here would be used 

alongside rigorous diagnostic studies examining how individual SACs function and where their 

constraints lie. In such cases, the ecology of constraints could serve as a tool for identifying and 

organizing data gathered through internal research. The HCD method, in turn, could help 

structure the investigative process and guide the development of possible solutions. However, in 

schools and centers where empirical research is difficult due to size, budget, or time limitations, 

the method presented here offers an expedient way to identify constraints and begin planning 

actions to address them. 

 

Conclusion 

Returning to the core idea of fostering self-access language learning, this project was 

envisioned as a way to help educators solve problems, to allow for more time and energy to 

focus on helping students. The impetus for this study arose from repeated discussions with SALL 

professionals working in different contexts who expressed frustration with institutional barriers 

that obstructed them from serving learners as effectively as possible. In the investigation that 

followed those discussions, the authors uncovered patterns in problems as well as the lack of a 

common forum for labeling and discussing these issues. While there remains a world of unique 

problems and clever solutions, we hope the current work can build bridges between these islands.   

We should note that this study could not provide an exhaustive overview of papers 

written on problems in SALL. Instead, we addressed key papers that resonated with broader 

issues discussed across the literature. In line with the growing need for professional support for 

SALL educators, the authors hope that this investigation can aid in developing research linked to 

constraints, offering a guiding star to programs looking to overcome difficulties and spend more 

energy on helping students. We believe that the field would benefit from further analysis of 
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common constraints and the promotion of new and inventive approaches to aid schools, self-

access centers and educators. 

 

Notes on the Contributors 

Bryan Buschner is a lecturer in the World Languages Center at Soka University Japan, and 

co-coordinator of the Self-Access Center. Within self-access he is particularly interested in 

language advising and currently serves as the language advising trainer for the SAC. His 

research interests include language advising, academic writing, sociocultural theory, 

conceptual metaphor theory, and discourse analysis. He holds a PhD in Applied Linguistics 

from Pennsylvania State University. 

 

Andrew D. Tweed is an associate professor in the World Language Center and co-

coordinator of the WLC Self-Access Center at Soka University in Tokyo, Japan. He has 

worked as a teacher trainer in Cambodia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam. His research 

interests include teacher education, learning beyond the classroom, and psychology in 

language learning. He holds an MATESOL from the University of Washington and an EdD 

in TESOL from Anaheim University. 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

The authors would like to thank Dr. Jo Mynard for her support in the publication of this 

article. We also thank the reviewers for their helpful suggestions. Finally, we are grateful 

to Dr. Stuart Warrington for his insightful comments on our model of constraints. 

 

Notes 

1. We have adapted Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model to make it more practical for the purpose of 

navigating constraints in fostering SALL within institutions. We use the term macro in a 

different way from the original. Bronfenbrenner used macro to encompass all of his systems and 

to refer to factors such as culture, society and politics that shape them. While we agree that these 

certainly impact self-access and other types of learning, most SALL educators are not in 

positions to navigate these in practical ways to achieve immediate goals. We adopt macro to 

refer to institutions and policy because the word is widely used to refer to a top, hierarchical 

structure. Furthermore, while Bronfenbrenner examined learning within the context of nested 

systems that radiate beyond the institution, our use of the model for examining constraints 

remains focused within schools.  
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