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La n g u age Students and teachers in Japan have difficulties adapting and integrating autonomy effectively in self-access
language learning (SALL) centers. Many Japanese students are not accustomed to working independently

. due to their inherited cultural values of collectivism, creating the need for teachers to provide guidance

° as to the use of SALL centers. In this paper | focus on the factors influencing the autonomous practice

Learn I ng O of 16 self-access language learners at a Japanese university. Data were collected, coded, and analyzed
recursively through in-depth semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. Three factors were indenti-

fied: the interpretations of learner autonomy and SALL concepts, the Japanese learners’ beliefs about the

J a p a n e S e purpose of SALL centers, and the implementation methods of SALL in Japan. Results showed that adapt-

ing learner autonomy and SALL concepts is a complex process that differs dramatically across cultures.
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must have to survive, succeed, and improve on their own (Cross, 1981; Guglielmino

& Roberts, 1992). Educators who seek to practice self-directed learning strategies with
adult learners need to be concerned about cultural differences among learners; however, little
is known about the relationship between self-directed learning readiness and cultural dimen-
sion constructs (Braman, 1998).

T HE ABILITY Of self-direction in learning is one of the most necessary factors that learners

Self-direction in learning is defined as the learner taking responsibility internally for the
learning process (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Tough, 1979). Self-directed learning requires
investigation of learning needs, developing learning goals, identifying resources, selecting ap-
propriate learning strategies, and evaluation of learning outcomes (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991).

Cross (1981) noted that self-directed learning was a concept of deliberate learning in which
the individual’s main goal is to obtain certain definite knowledge or skills. However, the cul-
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tural context shapes the individuals’ motivations and strategies
to reproduce and transform meanings and resources in order
to pursue their goals in society (Cleaver, 2007). Since values are
informed by culture, autonomous actions that are value-laden
decisions also depend on culture (Kabeer, 2000).

Self-access language learning centers (SALLC) are educational
facilities designed for student learning that is at least partially,
if not fully, self-directed. These centers are an outgrowth of a
style of learning that can go by several names: learner-centered
approach, learner autonomy, or self-directed learning. Language
practitioners in Japan teach learners who, when faced with the
aims, goals, and practices of SALLC, are restricted by the cul-
tural values of collectivism.

This paper indentifies three factors that influence the autono-
mous practice of Japanese students in Japan: the interpretations
of learner autonomy and self-access language learning concepts,
the Japanese learners’ beliefs about the purpose of SALLC, and
the implementation methods of self-access language learning.

Literature Review

Triandis (1995) defined culture as a memory of the past that
influences others and societies, generally from period to period.
The memory was considered as a component of the culture,
called subjective culture, such as attitudes, beliefs, roles, norms,
and values that exist in societies. That is, it is the shared aware-
ness of the social environment (Triandis, 1972). Adult educators
should consider culture for developing programs effectively for
adult learners. Boone, Safrit, and Jones (2002) stated that culture
refers to a body of knowledge, concepts, values, and skills that
is produced by a social grouping over a long span of time and
has been passed on from one generation to the next. Culture

is an all-inclusive phenomenon, consisting of all aspects of the
social grouping’s environment. It includes language, beliefs, and
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attitudes, modern or primitive methods of production, the edu-
cational system, and all belongings. Culture doesn’t consist only
of artifacts and material types of possessions. It also includes
sets of patterns of behaviors and attitudes that are taught by one
generation and are modified by life experiences of each succeed-
ing generation.

Research indicates the effectiveness of moving towards stu-
dent decision making rather than teacher decision making (Cot-
terall, 1995; Dickinson, 1995; Gremmo & Riley, 1995; Kember &
Gow, 1994; Little, 1995; Victori & Lockhart, 1995). In the SALL
mode, students make important decisions regarding the level,
speed, and content of their work. Students also have an oppor-
tunity to work in their preferred mode, which encourages them
to take responsibility for their own learning, thereby helping
them to move towards autonomy. Research also suggests that
students have distinct learning strategies and learn best when
individual differences are taken into consideration (Gremmo &
Riley, 1995; O’'Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990; Wenden,
1991). Given that collectivistic cultures promote harmony and
interdependence with a high level of conformity (Bond & Smith,
1996), researchers have not applied their theories into actual
practice with all foreign language learners, especially in Japan,
where groups or a large number of people may act simultane-
ously to achieve a goal that differs from what individuals would
do acting alone.

Self-Access Language Learning (SALL)

SALL contributes to the development of students as independ-
ent thinkers and lifelong learners (Morrison, 2008; Mozzon-
McPherson, 2002). Cotterall and Reinders (2001) argued that
SALL has the potential to promote learner autonomy in a
number of ways. Firstly, it provides equipment and services
that allow learners to pursue their own goals and interests
while accommodating individual differences in learning style,
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level, and pace of learning. Secondly, the resources have the
capacity to raise learners’ awareness of the learning process by
emphasizing aspects of the management of learning, such as
goal setting and monitoring progress. Thirdly, SALL can act as
a bridge between the teacher-directed learning situation, where
the target language is studied and practiced, and the real world,
where the target language is used as a means of communication.
Finally, SALL can promote the learning autonomy of learners
who prefer or are obliged to learn without a teacher, by sup-
porting their learning in the absence of an organized language
course. In different contexts, “SALL offers degrees of guidance
but encourages students to move towards autonomy” (Gardner
& Miller, 1997, p. xvii).

Crabbe (1993) stated, “Autonomous learning needs to become
a reference point for all classroom procedure.” In other words,
tasks that are carried out in class need to demonstrate principles
about managing learning that can be exploited by learners when
they are learning independently. Crabbe argued that there must
be a “bridge” between public domain learning, which is based on
shared classroom activities, and private domain learning, which is
personal individual learning behavior.

In Japanese SALL contexts, Crabbe’s (1993) concept of bridg-
ing is particularly important due to cultural and educational
experiences of learners. Japanese students tend to be self-critical,
blaming themselves for their failures more than admiring them-
selves for their successes (Kurman, Tanaka, & Elkoshi, 2003). A
self-effacing attributional style in turn is known to be negatively
related to a number of personality traits, such as self-esteem,
and positively related to others, including trait social anxiety
(Leary & Kowalski, 1995). Kurman (2001) stated that one who
displays one’s knowledge is regarded in Japan as immodest.
Thus, autonomy in foreign language learning has been present-
ed by researchers in western contexts in a way that is inapplica-
ble to Japanese learners in Japan.
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Collectivism refers to a perception of self that is embedded
within social roles and social relationships; separate selves
are deemphasized with an orientation toward others and the
welfare of the group or community. In collectivistic cultures,
the person’s identity is closely related to his or her social group.
The primary goal of the person is not to maintain independence
from others, but to promote the interests of the group (David-
son, Jaccard, Triandis, Morales, & Diaz-Guerrero, 1976). Self-es-
teem is not derived from idiosyncratic behavior or from calling
attention to one’s own unique abilities. There is greater empha-
sis on meeting a shared standard so as to maintain harmony in
one’s relationship to the group (Wink, 1997). People in collec-
tivistic cultures are therefore not motivated to stand out from
their group by competitive acts of achievement or even making
positive statements about themselves (Kitayama, Markus, &
Lieberman, 1995).

Helgesen (1993) reported that his learners in Japanese universi-
ties rarely initiated conversation, avoided bringing up new topics,
did not challenge the teacher, seldom asked for clarification, and
did not volunteer answers. Townsend & Danling (1998), among
others, attributed this type of behavior to the anxiety Japanese
learners experience when using their L2. Nevertheless, this may
have had more to do with the learners’ social and cultural codes
for speaking. Japanese learners are likely to experience language
anxiety in oral EFL classes because they are simply not prepared
to deal with the social components of Western-style teaching
practices, where a great emphasis is put on individualism, chal-
lenging the teacher, and providing original opinions and ideas.
In contrast, according to Nozaki (1993), the Japanese think of
quietness, obedience, and passivity as good traits for a learner to
possess. Traditionally, the method of teaching in Japan is teacher-
fronted and unlike western classrooms, little (if any) input is
solicited from the student. Students often relate closely with their
classroom teacher, and many are unwilling to engage in interac-
tive communication with other foreign teachers.
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Research Questions
This paper will answer the following questions:

1. How do Japanese learners perceive learner autonomy and
SALL?

2. What are the Japanese learners’ beliefs about the purpose of
SALLC?

3. What are the Japanese learners’ beliefs about the implemen-
tation methods of SALL in Japan?

Methodology

Answers to the study’s research questions were sought by a
number of different means. Data were collected from 16 ran-
domly selected self-access language learners who were willing
to participate in this study using two instruments:

1. an electronically administered questionnaire with closed-
and open-ended items, and

2. face-to-face semi-structured interviews to allow an in-depth
exploration of relevant issues emerging from the question-
naire.

The questionnaires were distributed and returned as email
attachments in Japanese and English. The interviews were
conducted in Japanese and recorded with the consent of the
interviewees. Three factors were indentified: the interpretations
of learner autonomy and SALL concepts, the Japanese learners’
beliefs about the purpose of SALLC, and the implementation
methods of SALL in Japan.
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Results
Three Factors Identified

I. The interpretations of learner autonomy and SALL
concepts

I created summary definitions for the concepts of SALL and
independent language learning by summarizing comments in
the students’ questionnaire responses. Then, during the inter-
views, I showed the students the summary definitions A and B
and asked them to comment on the extent to which they agreed
with the definitions (see Table 1). The summary definitions used
were:

e Definition A: “Self-access language learning is about facili-
ties; the focus is on providing materials, location, and sup-
port.”

¢ Definition B: “Independent language learning is learners tak-
ing responsibility.”

Students 11 and 15 disagreed with definition A, but overall,
there was an agreement on the summary definitions of SALL
and independent language learning. Students 3, 6, 9, and 13
disagreed with definition B, stating that teachers should be
taking responsibility for the process. However, the overall
high level of agreement with the summary definitions is not
surprising because they were summarized from students’ own
initial questionnaire responses. All students believed that the
summary definition of SALL represented their own perception
of autonomous learning. However, other comments made by
students during the interviews suggested that their concepts of
learner autonomy were less precisely defined, as some students
also linked autonomous learning to the need for guidance. Some
examples of student comments are:

» S3 [interview]: Without guidance, we can’t be autonomous
learners. We need resources and help.
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» 56 [interview]: Resources and teachers’ support are greed with comment summary C. Other comments made by stu-
crucial to the student’s success in his or her autonomous dents during the interviews suggested that many students were
learning. unsure about the interpretation and purpose of SALLC. Some

examples from students include:
2. The Japanese learners’ beliefs about the purpose of » S1 [interview]: This is a very difficult question for me.
SALLC » 59 [interview]: Probably the Ministry of Education and

L teachers know about the purpose.
Students were asked to express their beliefs about the purpose

of SALLC by agreeing or disagreeing with comments. Student ) ) ]
responses are summarized in Table 2. 3. The implementation methods of SALL in Japan

¢ Comment summary A: I don’t know what the purpose is. Students were asked to provide their views about the imple-
mentation methods of SALL in Japan by agreeing or disagreeing

e Comment summary B: A good place to relax in my free time. . . .
y 8 P y with comments. Student responses are summarized in Table 3.

* Comment summary C: A good place to meet my friends. e Comment summary A: SALLC should improve students’
Eighty percent of respondents stated that they don’t know the English and TOEIC test scores.

purpose of SALLC, despite the initial orientation to the Centre
and the presence of staff throughout opening hours. A total of
56.2% disagreed with comment summary B while 68.7 % disa-

e Comment summary B: SALLC should be integrated with
some courses.

Table |. Student Agreement With Definitions of Self-Access and Independent Language Learning

Summary definition | S1 52 S3 54 S5 S6 S7 | S8 S9 | S10 | S11 | S12 | S13 | S14 | S15 | S16
A ©) O O ©) ©) O O O ©) ©) X O ®) ®) X ©)
B O O X ®) ©) X O ®) X (©) O O X ®) O O
Note. O = agreement, X = disagreement.

Table 2. Student Agreement With Comments About the Purpose of SALLC

Comment summary | Sl 52 S3 54 S5 S6 57 S8 S9 | S10 | S11 | S12 | S13 | S14 | S15 | S16
A (©) (©) O ©) ©) (©) X ®) ©) ©) X O ®) ©) X O
B X X X X ©) X O ®) ©) X ©) X X ©) ©) X
C O X X X X X O ®) ©) X O X X X X X

Note. O = agreement, X = disagreement.
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e Comment summary C: SALLC teachers should help students
with proofreading their English assignments.

The total percentage of students agreeing with comment
summary C was 93.7%, 62.5% agreed with comment summary
A, while 62.5% disagreed with comment summary B. Other
comments made by students during the interviews suggest that
many students were unsure about the link between university
classes and SALLC. Some examples taken from the student
interviews include:

» S3 [interview]: SALLC is a separate place for English edu-
cation in a particular time.

» 516 [interview]: SALLC is a place for learning about west-
ern culture and not to be linked to the university formal
English Education.

Discussion and Conclusion

Perfect autonomous learning in the western sense is difficult to
achieve in Japan, where the exercise of autonomy is faced with
opposition from powerful actors. In this paper, autonomy is not
merely a reflection capacity that guides value-oriented deci-
sions; it is about being able to enact those decisions and change
one’s circumstances in a particular context. The questionnaire
and interviews identified obstacles to the use of the SALLC,
since 80% of the Japanese respondents stated that they don’t
know the purpose of SALLC, despite the initial orientation to
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the Centre and the presence of staff throughout opening hours.
In addition, many students were unsure about the link between
university classes and SALLC.

Finally, this study showed that adapting learner autonomy
and SALL concepts is a complex process that differs dramati-
cally across cultures. Japanese learners independently lacked
a sound understanding of the rationale behind this approach
to learning and of what it involves in practice. In short, there
is plenty of work still to be done in enhancing learners’ under-
standing and experience of SALL in Japan.
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