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Improving learning environments from the student perspective: An exploration with users of
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Abstract : This paper reports on an exploration of considering the user perspective before initiating decisions to
improve the learning environment in a self-access center (SAC). With the number of SAC users increasing
drastically, our university's SAC managers and student staff decided to take initiatives to better the learning
environment for its users efficiently and effectively. However, it was found that what the SAC managers and
student staff thought were issues and effective solutions did not match the users' perspectives; thus suggesting

to include the student perspective when attempting to better the learning environment of SACs.
(Key words: student perspective, self-access center, learning environment)

“Nonetheless, taking steps to increase students’sense of
the SAC as ‘their’property, a tool they can help develop
as well as use, an investment that can grow as a result of

their own efforts, may result in dividends that enrich all

those who have a stake in the institution” (Malcolm, 2004,

p. 352).

1. Introduction

The opening quote answers Malcolm’s (2004) own
question of why learners should contribute to self-access
centers (SAC), while arguing for the importance of leaner
involvement in the SAC. Though her discussion centers
on SAC materials development, we argue that it is
possible and critical for SACs to take it a step further and

involve users in SAC management directions and
decisions. This is because negative outcomes could result
from ignoring the user perspective when implementing
changes or making decisions. This paper illustrates how
SAC managers and student staff had contrasting views
from the SAC users in perceived issues and drafted
solutions of bettering the SAC learning environment.
Though SACs have been around since the 60s
(Gremmo & Riley, 1995), each institutions’ SAC has its
own objectives and designs. Nevertheless, Cottarell and
Reinders (2001) provide us with an operational definition
of a SAC being a learning environment which “consists
of a number of resources (in the form of materials,

activities and support), usually located in one place, and is
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designed to accommodate learners of different levels,
goals, styles and interests” (p. 2). Similarly, our SAC has
various commercially published materials for different
levels, goals, styles, and interests, as well as advising
sessions and extra-curricular courses based on different
skills which mirrors Cottarell and Reinders’ (2001)
definition.

Barrs® (2010) examination of student participation in a
SAC found that (a) a language policy, (b) orientation
programs, and (c) layout and design contribute to better
learning environments which encourage usage of the
SAC. Along the lines of Barrs’ suggestions, our SAC
implements an only-English policy and conducts
orientations in English and Japanese for newcomers. The
SAC is also divided into the four sections of (a) speaking
area, (b) study area, (c) lounge, and (d) advising area to
accommodate various types of learners. Since our SACs
establishment, it has seen an increase in its number of
users, thus not being able to effectively accommodate
every student. Thus, the two SAC managers and the seven
student staff (SS) came to a decision that the learning
environment was worsening calling for initiatives to
better the learning environment to accommodate more of
its users.

Finally, with research showing how SACs greatly
influence learner attitudes towards learning English (cf.
Gillies, 2007, cited in Gillies, 2010); it is important to
explore learner beliefs in a bottom-up fashion to enhance
the efficiency and effectiveness of a SAC (Cotterall &
Reinders, 2001). Thus, we took a similar students know
students best approach to better the learning environment
in our SAC, as well. As one of Morrison’s (2005)
participants in his study mentioned, “The only way you
can really find out is to ask the users how effective they
think the Centre is” (p. 280).

2. Investigation

Our SAC assists on average 32.6 students a day with
about 15 students staying in the SAC for more than an 90
minutes to communicate in English or study while being
submersed in an only-English environment (cf. Fukuda &
Sakata, 2009). Other users visit to borrow books, attend

extra-curricular courses, or ask questions pertaining to
their English studies or studying abroad. At the end of the
first semester of 2010, our SAC marked the end of its
second year with the number of users reaching over 7000
with 104 regulars (those that come at least three times a
week from more than 90 minutes). Also, we have seven
SS to run our everyday duties, such as assisting
newcomers or lending books.

Due to the increase in the number of users, our
managers decided it was time to take the next step to
improve the SAC for a wider audience, as the managers
felt the learning environment was changing towards the
negative. The SS decided keep a journal to write down
anything they noticed had room for improvement during
each of their posts. For instance, in the notebook there
were many memos of users using more Japanese than
before, leaving belongings, and coming to the room to
sleep instead of study. At the end of the second semester
of 2010, the managers of the SAC and the SS held a
meeting to figure out what the problems were and discuss
possible ways to improve the SAC learning environment
based observations, conversations with the users, and
journal entries. From the discussion, six issues were
discovered and four solutions were drafted which the
SAC managers and SS felt would improve the learning

environment of the SAC (See below).

Perceived Issues

a. Native Speakers: Users do not have enough
opportunities to communicate with native teachers
or students; thus making them passive or lose
confidence during such rare chances.

b. User Aims: Users coming to study are bothered by
those that come to communicate. Also, groups form
making it hard for newcomers enter.

c. Japanese Usage: Users are using more Japanese
influencing other users as well.

d. Lack of Space: Users leave belongings or sleep
taking away space for others.

e. Lack of Assistance: Users who come to increase
their listening and speaking skills do not attempt to

join chat sessions or do not attempt conversation
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with other users.
f. Lack of Matenals: Users do not return books
preventing others to borrow them. Also, the number

of items such as books or PCs is insufficient.

Drafied Solutions

a. More Events: To increase the number of events for
newcomers to settle in or feel a sense of
belongingness.

b. Start a Newsletter: To increase learner activity and
raise learning motivation

¢. More Rules: To create more rules to make the room
more comfortable for all visitors

d. More Materials: To Increase the number of PCs,
desks, and books.

The manager of the SAC and the SS wanted to confirm
if the users felt the same concerning the issues, and if the
users agreed to the drafted solutions. Therefore, following
the meeting, the SS developed a survey (See Appendix) to
collect the user perspective concerning the six perceived
issues and four drafted solutions to better the learning
environment in the SAC. The survey was developed by
the SS with consultation from the SAC managers. From
our 104 regular users we received responses from 42
users, a return rate of 40.4 percent. All but one user
answered the questions in Japanese. Users were university
students in their first to fourth years and from all five of
the universities faculties. The survey asked 26 questions
(16 five-point Lickert-scale items and ten open-ended
items), with the hope of investigating the users opinion of
the six perceived issues and if users agreed to the four
drafted solutions.

3. Results and Discussion

We divided the results of the questionnaire below (See
Table 1 and 2), based on the Perceived Issues and then the
Drafted Solutions. The results of the questionnaire in
Table 1 interestingly showed a mismatch between the
SAC manager and SS perspectives and the users. Users
strongly agreed to only the issue of the need to increase

the number of native speakers in the SAC, and seemed to

slightly agree to the issues of the necessity to enhance the
assistance for newcomers and those who have plateaued

in their learning and the insufficient amount of materials.

3.1. Users’ Perspectives of the Perceived Issues
3.1.1 Native speakers

Users tended to agree with SS to have more
opportunities to communicate with native speakers in the
SAC. When asked the question “We need more native
teachers and students in the SAC,” 71.4 percent of the
users strongly agreed. This is the sole issue the users and
SS seemed to strongly agree on. The opened ended
questions asked why they did not join the extra-curricular
chat sessions or to give ideas on how to make the
situation better. Most users answered they felt their
English skills (i.e. vocabulary, sentence making, etc.) and
psychological barriers (i.e. nervousness, fear, etc.) were
obstacles and felt developing their skills with their
Japanese peers first would be better before starting to
communicate with native speakers. On the other hand,
this could also be because of the lack of native speakers in
the SAC to build the strong relationships necessary for
these users. Also, many users mentioned that time
constraints kept them from joining extra-curricular chat
sessions. Thus, one solution would be to increase the
number of native speakers, not for the extra-curricular
chat sessions, but to just hang-out to talk or support users

in their English communication practice.

3.1.2 .User Aims

The SS thought the room should be divided into more
sections and for staff to intervene when groups did not
welcome newcomers comfortably. However, the users
disagreed as questionnaire results were divided. When
asked if “The room should be divided more concretely,”
31 percent of the users disagreed and 38.1 percent
strongly disagreed. Furthermore, for the question “Users
should not make groups,” 28.6 percent disagreed and 26.2
strongly disagreed. One user felt “if the room was divided,
it will be difficult to make it enjoyable for many people.”
Another user stated that it was “common sense” and that

“humans naturally make groups so it would be hard to
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avoid.” Interestingly, one user mentioned that, as
university students, “people should notice themselves that
they are being a bother.” Finally, a few users did feel the
SAC should be a communication space, because they felt
studying could be done elsewhere. This is a space issue as
the SAC was originally a meeting room to fit only 20
people. Many users suggested moving to a larger room or
creating a separate study room. Certainly, the latter would
take away from being immersed in an English
environment and negatively influence these students
listening skills and/or communication skills; which must
be put into consideration. Perhaps, raising the awareness
of the reasons for an only-English room is necessary, as
well as an awareness of understanding when users are
bothering those who are studying quietly or not ready to

communicate.

3.1.3. Japanese Usage

From the users’ perspective, there seemed to be no
need for stricter enforcement of the SAC’s only-English
rule. Most users felt that it is acceptable to use Japanese
when necessary, as shown in the results of the open-ended
questions. Users mentioned students should simply leave
the room when they wanted to speak Japanese. However,
some visitors mentioned penalty systems, such as
contributing snacks for all other users if Japanese was
used. Certainly, a penalty system would have to be
well-thought out as to not make the SAC uncomfortable
for learners with lower proficiency levels and weaker
psychological states. Interestingly, many users suggested
some type of learning community of support. For instance,
one user mentioned “If they don’t know they should be
encouraged to find the answer with support from others”
and another user wrote “It is more important to learn
together for example shouting Help! or make them write
it down.” Perhaps, SAC managers and SS need to
develop stronger support

systems or learning

communities to benefit all levels of language learners.

3.1.4. Lack of Space
When asked “We should have stricter rules for

belongings” a majority of the users disagreed. This was

also the case with many of the other SACs the authors
have visited which did not have a particular space for
belongings no matter the size of the SAC. Thirty-eight
percent of students disagreed and 31 percent were neutral
when asked if they though space were an issue. When
asked for ideas on how to solve the issue of space users
mentioned that university students should “notice by
themselves™ again feeling it was a “‘common sense” issue.
A few users also suggested having a place for belongings
in the room to create more space, or implementing time
limits for visitors sleeping or occupying seats and sofas

with their belongings.

3.1.5. Lack of Assistance

Most users, over 46 percent, agreed that sessions such
as our weekly English chat room helped their English
skills. However, most users (41 percent) were neutral
when asked if they felt a necessity to increase the number
of participants. However, users did suggest that it would
help beginners more and that it should be advertised more
effectively. For instance, some mentioned through
experience that the chat sessions were a good place to
start or meet other people with English language learning
goals. On the other hand, some suggested there were not
many international students there and increasing it would
create a better learning situation, or to add staff who could
lead the discussions. Thus, it seems users would like to
see more assistance, as in ways of increasing proficiency,
in the room itself. This problem needs careful
consideration if SAC managers and SS are trying to
promote learner autonomy in their SACs. Striking a
balance between teacher dependency and learner
autonomy will be a challenge. However, research in
guided learning (i.e. Fukuda, Sakata, & Takeuchi, 2011)
does show that once learners are better equipped with an
understanding of how to learn they potentially become
more autonomous. Thus, providing users with a better
understanding of language learning could be a step in

solving this issue.

3.1.6. Lack of Materials

Concerning materials, users agreed with SS only
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slightly on the necessity to improve the book lending
system of the SAC; with 28 percent agreeing and 26
percent answering neutral. Also, 45 percent felt the SS
assistance was not necessary when lending books. In our
open-ended question, we asked the users what they
thought the problem was and if they had any ideas to
better the system. Some visitors mentioned that the
current system was troublesome, and others blamed
visitors returning books late and suggested warning late
returners. Interestingly, there were only a few users who

felt there was a lack of materials, and only two students

reported material not being readily available when needed.

Unfortunately, there were no suggestions on how users
felt book lending should be administered or what
materials they wanted to see more of in the SAC. Thus,
the SS and SAC managers need to continue investigation
until finding a better book lending system, so material is

readily available for students when needed.

3.2 .Users’ Perspectives of the Drafted Solutions
3.2.1. More Events

Questionnaire results indicated users not feeling a need
for more special events. Though this could be because of
busy schedules, the case may be that the learners are
already satisfied with the learning community already
satisfied with a sense of belongingness. When asked if
“We need more events” or if “Events will help more
people feel more comfortable in the SAC” most users
responded neutral (33 percent). However, users did
mention events were a good place to meet and befriend
newcomers in the open-ended question. Most visitors
mentioned that instead of special events they preferred
increasing the daily routines such as eating dinner or
watching movies together. SAC managers and SS could
consider having special events for newcomers and more
social gatherings for users who already feel they are part

of the learning community in the SAC.

3.2.2. Start a Newsletter
Users tended to agree to start a SAC newsletter, with
some users mentioning that they would like to be

involved in creating a newsletter. Among those users that

agreed, some mentioned that they would like to see
quizzes or crossword puzzles and articles introducing
other user’s home cultures, why other users visit the SAC,
and how other users try to improve their own English
skills. Though starting a newsletter will be a productive
project, it would benefit the SAC in its present state in
many ways. The SAC managers and SS initial idea of
starting a newsletter was to better advertise the SAC, give
newcomers an idea of what goes on in the SAC, motivate
potential contributors in their language studies, and
exchange methods of language learning. Finally, it would
give contributing users a sense of belongingness in that
they would get to know the SAC, other SAC users, and

feel they are part of the learning community.

3.2.3 .More Rules

Sixty percent of users either answered neutral or
disagreed when asked if the SAC should have stricter
rules. Similar results were attained when asked if users
thought the SAC was becoming an uncomfortable place
for other users. The results could be because users
themselves are a part of creating the environment or
people not liking strict rules in general. Though the SAC
manager and SS should be aware of user perspectives,
balancing an effective learning environment for students
will be a challenge. However, the SAC must maintain its
aims to promote learner autonomy, thus making students
take responsibility for themselves instead of extrinsic
motivators such as rules to follow only when someone is
around.

The author’s experience of discussing with users
individually worked out better in the long run. To
illustrate, when our SAC first started, students only used
English when the SAC managers or SS were in the room.
After realizing this, instead of penalizing or reprimanding
the users who spoke Japanese, the SAC managers talked
to students individually afterwards, and on other
occasions put up signs obviously stating the reasoning
behind the only-English policy. Eventually, users noticed
themselves, and realized the importance of the policy
which made them work harder assisting them in

developing a higher proficiency. Thus, SAC managers

- 118 -



REHEMRS +—FILEIF (2012)

and SS should provide learners with an understanding of
the SAC policies to provide an environment comfortable

for every user.

3.2.4 .More Materials

Results revealed that users did not necessarily feel a
need for more material. Only 32 percent of the users
agreed when asked if “We need more materials.” Perhaps
they felt the room was a space for conversation at its
current state. However, the open-ended questionnaire
results did reveal users wanting a room for studying in an
only-English environment as well. Also, the users
mentioned they would like to see more personal
computers, desks, chairs, AV materials, dictionaries, exam
preparation books if possible. Perhaps due to space
limitations, users did feel it was only a place for
conversation, though wanting a space to study to be
immersed in an only-English environment. Space has
been an issue at every SAC the authors visited. Proposals
to administration would seem like the only way to handle
this situation. However, a SAC the authors wvisited
implemented a time schedule for communication and
study as a solution to the space issue. However,
concerning materials, SAC managers and SS must keep
updated with the material available, or create their own,

that are in demand from the users.

4. Conclusion

Results revealed many mismatches between SAC
managers and SS and user perspectives. Thus, SAC
managers must carefully consider the students perspective
when making decision concerning the SAC. In this study,
when the triad were divided greatly, perhaps best would
be to invite and include, as Malcolm (2004) questioned
above, the user perspective when looking to better the
SAC learning environment. Certainly, attention and
balance must be given to SAC research, as well as SAC
manager and SS perspectives. Nevertheless, as our results
have indicated, the SAC would definitely need an
understanding of the user perspective if wanting to better
the SAC effectively. Therefore, our SAC managers and
SS have decided to go back to the drawing board so to

speak.
As Gillies (2010) states “the SAC is intended to scaffold
the students” jump from classroom learning to

independent learning, finding the SAC a complementary
role in relation to classroom learning” (p.203). As
students finish their official studies in the English
classroom, it will be essential that they continue their
studies, and feel the SAC is a place they can comfortably
learn; thus, putting pressure on SAC managers and SS to
provide the best learning environment possible for its

users.
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Table 1 Results of User Perspectives of the Perceived Issues (N=42)

Issue 5 4 3 2 1 N/A
Q1 Native Speakers 0.714 0.048 0.238 0.000 0.000 0.000
Q2 User Aims 0.071 0.095 0.119 0.310 0.381 0.024
2b 0.095 0.167 0.143 0.286 0.262 0.048
Q3 Japanese Usage 0.262 0.167 0.357 0.167 0.000 0.048
3b 0.024 0.167 0.214 0.357 0.190 0.048
Q4 Lack of Space 0.000 0.190 0.310 0.381 0.095 0.024
Q5 Lack of Assistance 0.357 0.167 0.286 0.071 0.000 0.095
5b 0.071 0.190 0.405 0.143 0.071 0.095
Q6 Lack of Materials 0.048 0.286 0.262 0.143 0.095 0.143
6b 0.190 0.190 0.452 0.024 0.048 0.071

Table 2 Results of User Perspectives of Drafted Solutions (N=42)

Issue 5 4 3 2 1 N/A
Q7 More Events 0.238 0214 0.333 0.071 0.143 0.000
7b 0.286 0.167 0.405 0.095 0.024 0.024
Q8 Start a Newsletter 0214 0.262 0.381 0.071 0.024 0.048
Q9 More Rules 0.000 0.048 0.357 0357 0214 0.024
9b 0.024 0.048 0.167 0.381 0.333 0.048
Q10 More Materials 0.167 0.167 0.262 0214 0.095 0.095
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