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Introduction to the Column 
Katherine Thornton, Otemon Gakuin University, Osaka, Japan  
 

This third installment of the regular column documenting the curriculum 

development project taking place at the Self-Access Learning Centre (SALC) at 

Kanda University of International Studies (KUIS), Japan, focuses on the third stage in 

Nation and Macalister’s framework, namely Principles. While the previous 

installment (Takahashi et al., 2013) focused on establishing a clear understanding of 

student needs, essentially the “what”, or the content of the curriculum, this stage 

focuses on establishing guiding principles for the “how”: the format, sequencing of 

content and assessment procedures to be developed.  

In this installment, Elizabeth Lammons explains the process of deciding 

these principles, and how they were then used to evaluate the existing curriculum. The 

results of this evaluation allow the learning advisors to have a clear understanding of 

the strengths and weaknesses of the current content and delivery model, which will 

prove invaluable in the re-development process, which will also be guided by these 

principles. A copy of the principles in full is available in the Appendix. 

 
 
Principles: Establishing the Foundation for a Self-access Curriculum 
Elizabeth Lammons, Kanda University of International Studies, Japan 
 

In continuation of the previous installment of this column, (Takahashi, et. al, 

2013), this paper describes the principles stage which was undertaken in 2012 and 

culminated in an evaluation of the Freshman curriculum in 2013. As explained in the 

first installment of this column (Thornton, 2013), the learning advisor (LA) team at 

Kanda University of International Studies (KUIS) which consists of 10 full time 

learning advisors, has been involved in the process of redesigning a curriculum for the 

Self-Access Learning Centre (SALC) by following a framework adapted from the 

Nation and Macalister (2010) model. Following the needs analysis stage of this 

investigation, principles were established that were then used to evaluate the SALC 

curricular offerings in the form of modules to Freshman students. These modules 

include the First Steps Module (FSM) and the Learning How to Learn (LHL) module. 

This installment is an explanation of the process undertaken to determine the 

principles that would provide the foundation for the curriculum and the resulting 
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checklists that were utilized to review the current SALC Freshman curriculum and 

provide direction for the future iteration. 

Based upon the results of the environment analysis, the needs analysis, focus 

groups, consulting literature and established learning outcomes, the LAs decided on 

principles for a future self-directed language learning course. Using Nation and 

Macalister’s (2010) subdivision of principles, the team set about creating principles 

for format and presentation, content and sequencing, and assessment. The team 

members split into three working groups and brainstormed ideas in Google Docs for 

each of the subdivisions. Then, each section of the principles was discussed online 

and in person with the whole LA team to ascertain which principles were necessary. 

The principles were created as “should” statements to assist in determining whether 

the statements have been realized in the current and future iterations of the SALC 

curriculum.  

From the established principles, small working groups were created within 

the curriculum team to turn those principles into working checklists that could be used 

to evaluate the current FSM and the LHL Module. This was undertaken by a 

curriculum team of six LAs who regularly updated the remaining LAs on progress 

and decisions via online platforms such as Google Docs and Moodle and in LA 

meetings. Within the curriculum group, working groups were established to handle 

the creation of each checklist for each area of the principles.  

For the purposes of explaining the details of each of the initial principles and 

the finalized principle documents, the first half of this column installment has been 

organized according to the principle subdivisions: Format and Presentation, Content 

and Sequencing, and Assessment. 

 
Format and Presentation 

 
The purpose of this area of the principles was to establish the activities 

offered in the curriculum and the ways in which learners would use the materials 

offered. This included whether the course would follow a classroom or module format 

as well as the types of interactions that would be appropriate - group, pair, individual, 

face-to-face, or online. 

A major question that guided the team was “What should the delivery format 

be?” There was discussion about whether paper-based, online or a combination would 
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be appropriate for the new curriculum. Another question that arose was “what kind of 

integration with language courses is appropriate or realistic?” This was important 

because the SALC operates within a four-year language university thus some 

interaction with language courses occurs through SALC orientations with freshman 

students in their English classes to explain SALC services which include the modules. 

In addition, LAs often visit classes periodically to do workshops on SALC resources, 

motivation, strategies, and the like. 

Following are some examples of some of the initial brainstormed principles 

that became finalized principles. Initially, the LA team brainstormed this statement: 

“Learners should reflect on their learning in the different forms including written 

form.” This was later changed to “Learners should have opportunities to reflect on 

learning in both written form and face-to-face.” This was important because the 

current First Steps Module limits learners to responding only in written form. The 

LAs realized that this might prevent learners from sharing more because of their 

writing abilities or other reasons that might impede them from reflecting more deeply 

on their learning. Further, another principle that was elicited during the brainstorming 

session by discussions about format and presentation was, “Learners should be able to 

implement their plan (with or without support from LAs)”. This initial statement led 

to a theme in the final draft of the principles which is titled, “Compulsory/optional” 

and there are two should statements within this category. First, “Any course involving 

the writing of a learning plan should also include a certain time of implementation 

(the length of time may vary according to the individual course).” Second, “Learners 

should have optional opportunities to continue implementing a plan after a course has 

been completed.” This is significant because in the FSM, learners do not have the 

opportunity to implement the learning plan that they create at the end of the module. 

Above all, LAs were concerned that learners did not have opportunities to try out their 

learning plan and to some degree this prevents the learners from making informed 

choices about implementing and evaluating their own learning cycles/plan. Thus, 

giving learners this opportunity might help them feel empowered to evaluate and 

make changes to their learning. Other items such as these were thoroughly discussed 

and culminated in a final principles document for format and presentation which can 

be found in the Appendix. 
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Content and Sequencing 

 
To establish these principles, the LA team decided the content of the SALC 

courses and the order in which it would appear in the courses. There were several 

questions that the team attempted to answer. In the interest of space, this section 

discusses two example statements. As with format and presentation, the content and 

sequencing finalized principle statements are included in the Appendix. 

 A primary focus for content and sequencing was “How much ‘input’ should 

the curriculum have? How much ‘experiential’ content?” Currently, FSM focuses on 

learner training in that each unit of the module focuses on different aspects of self-

directed learning. Concepts that learners are exposed to via the units include goal-

setting, needs analysis, time management, learning and affective strategies and 

creating a learning plan. Many of the units were uneven in the amount of input that 

the learners receive regarding the different topics. In short, there is a lot of reading 

and a fair amount of writing about how to learn. Some initial principle statements for 

this section addressed this issue. For instance, because of the concern about the 

amount of content, ‘learning burden’ was an established concept. For learning burden 

there were two initial statements, “The amount of content covered (whether as input 

or implementation of learning plans) should be realistic for a freshman student given 

their obligations to classes and extracurricular activities” and “Some content (e.g. 

learning strategies, time management strategies) should be spread over several weeks 

rather than delivered in one unit/lesson/chapter/workshop.” These initial statements 

actually became the finalized statements for this section of the principles. Moreover, 

the discussion about learning burden led to the idea of core course content and 

optional course content. Core course content was deemed content that learners 

absolutely needed to know in order to create, implement and evaluate a learning plan. 

These concepts are needs analysis, goal-setting, resources, strategies, making and 

implementing a learning plan. On the other hand, optional course content was 

distinguished from core course content in that it may not be necessary for all students. 

Thus it should be available for learners to utilize when they need it. This content 

includes time management and affective factors.  

 Another question that arose from discussions about content and sequencing 

was “how to move learners from awareness to control of their learning processes?” A 

possible answer that was proposed was giving learners the opportunity to spend one 
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semester for exploring and raising their awareness (about themselves as learners and 

the SALC/KUIS facilities) and another semester for narrowing down their focus and 

practicing taking control of their learning. However, the resulting principle statement 

was less detailed, “Students should spend some time exploring and raising their 

awareness before narrowing down their focus and practicing taking control of their 

learning.” The timeframe component in the initial principle was taken out because it 

is possible for students to do both in one semester and it should not be limiting. 

 
Assessment 

 
Considering the scope of the different aspects of assessment such as grading, 

feedback and course evaluation that resulted from the meetings regarding these 

principles, the principles for assessment were organized into three sections: 

Grading/Assessment, Feedback, and Course Evaluation. The following includes an 

explanation of a sample principle from each of the aforementioned areas from initial 

discussion to completion. A major area in Grading/Assessment was the question of 

“How would learners be assessed?” An initial principle statement was, “Students 

should be assessed on their ability to apply concepts introduced to them through core 

content sessions (module unit/class) to their own learning.” Also, “Grading 

procedures (rubrics, learning plans, etc.) should be shared with students at the start of 

the course, and made clear to them with as much detail as possible.” These statements 

were later changed to: “Students should be assessed on core learning outcomes 

introduced in a module/course.” and “The core learning outcomes will be identified 

clearly for each module/course.” These principles allow the LAs to see whether or not 

the current Freshman curriculum and future versions are consistent in the method in 

which information is shared with students about how they are graded.  

Next, the team addressed the question of the nature of the feedback that 

should be provided to students during the course or at the end of the course. An issue 

that was important in this section was the importance of a manageable assessment 

process for current and future LAs. Currently there are 10 LAs at KUIS, but 

managing feedback for hundreds of freshman students in addition to sophomores and 

advising sessions can take time, notwithstanding other responsibilities. Thus, 

feedback has to be manageable for the personnel as well as useful for the students. A 

principle that addressed this was, “Students should receive ongoing written feedback 
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(written advising) on their self-directed language learning on a regular basis from a 

learning advisor (at least once every two weeks).” This was discussed because the 

LAs wanted to make sure that there was a sustainable system in place regardless of 

changes to the student population numbers or LA personnel. This principle was not 

modified in the final version of the principles.  

Following feedback, it was vital to think about the course evaluation as this 

would allow the LA team to evaluate the effectiveness of the courses which is 

obviously useful for ensuring that the curriculum is meeting the needs of its primary 

stakeholders. It also allows for changes to be implemented when necessary. For this 

area, the initial principles were relatively simple and all were adopted as principles in 

the final document. These items were all compiled together into a final principles 

document for assessment which can be found in the Appendix.  

The next section of the column is an explanation of how the principles were 

transformed into checklists that were used to evaluate the curriculum, and the results 

of that evaluation.  

 

Creating Checklists for Evaluation 

 
It was essential to create an easy, sustainable system for evaluation that could 

allow the LAs to see at a glance whether or not the established principles were being 

met in the existing curriculum and in future iterations. In order to do this efficiently, 

small working groups within the curriculum team, which comprised six learning 

advisors, were created to transform the principles into checklists that could be used to 

evaluate the existing curriculum. The three working groups created checklists for: 

content and sequencing, format and presentation, and assessment. Each working 

group examined the principles in one of those areas and shaped them into questions 

that could be used to determine whether those principles were being met through the 

current modules. After the checklists were created, each group piloted the checklists 

with the first unit from the First Steps Module. Again this was completed in groups 

because it allowed the LAs involved to confer about the questions to ensure that the 

checklists were appropriate evaluation tools. In order to make the most of the 

curriculum work for the academic year, the curriculum team split into two working 

groups: one group designed and piloted a new version of the SALC freshman 

curriculum (which will be addressed in a forthcoming column installment) while the 
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other focused on using the checklists to evaluate the FSM and LHL. The checklists 

had items that were organized by theme based upon the principles.  

Once the checklists were finalized, the working group used them to evaluate 

the First Steps Module. After evaluating the module using the checklists, the groups 

met again to discuss their findings and to make recommendations about aspects that 

were unearthed during the evaluation process. This process was also conducted with 

the LHL module.  

 
Results of Evaluation 

 
After evaluating the existing modules, two members of the curriculum team 

organized the results into strengths and weaknesses. As the evaluation took place for 

the FSM first and in interest of space, the focus of this section is a summary of the 

findings for the strengths and weaknesses of FSM only. 

 
Strengths and Weaknesses: Format and presentation 
 

First, for the evaluation of the module for this area, the entire module was 

assessed utilizing the checklist for format and presentation.  As evidenced in Table 1 

below, the LAs found more weaknesses than strengths with the format and 

presentation of FSM, so this is an area that needs attention during the creation stage of 

a new module/course. 

 

Table 1. Format and Presentation Strengths and Weaknesses 

 
 
Strengths and weaknesses: Content and sequencing 
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There are almost an equal number of strengths and weaknesses for content 

and sequencing for FSM. Each unit was assessed individually for this area as the LAs 

needed to look at all content: core course content and optional content and the 

organization of that content. Because there are many items for this section, an attempt 

has been made to cover the major areas in Table 2 below. 

 
Table 2. Content and Sequencing Strengths and Weaknesses 

 

 
 
 

Focusing on improving these areas by providing solutions to these issues via 

a new curriculum is the action that has been suggested so that the curriculum that is 

provided to learners is aligned with the SALC’s principles. 

 
Strengths and weaknesses: Assessment 
 

Finally, the FSM was evaluated again as a whole for this component. With 

this area it was found that there are more strengths than weaknesses. Table 3 

demonstrates those strengths and weaknesses. 
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Table 3. Assessment Strengths and Weaknesses 
 

 
 

 As with the other sections, the summary of the findings raises the LA team’s 

awareness of their current curricular offerings and allows them to be mindful of the 

changes that need to occur for the betterment of the stakeholders. 

 
Conclusion 

 
This installment of the column has described the establishment of principles for 

the SALC Freshman curriculum. The findings from the evaluation stage have enabled the 

team to prioritize the weaknesses of the FSM and to recognize its strengths. These 

strengths can be capitalized on and the weaknesses that were found can be addressed in 

the creation of a new module/course. Through the principles-based approach to the 

curriculum, the LA team can easily accommodate changes with research, stakeholders’ 

needs, and theory. It is possible to do this by discarding or changing principles without 

having to dispose of all of them (Nation & Macalister, 2010). By establishing principles 

and evaluating the current Freshman self-directed learning curriculum, the LA team is 

better equipped to create a more sustainable and relevant program. 
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Appendix 
 

Principles for Format and Presentation, Content and Sequencing and Assessment 
 

Principles - Format and Presentation 
 
Flexibility: 

1. Each course/module should have three kinds of content:  
(1) Core Course Content (CCC) which is deemed essential for all students  
(2) Optional Course Content (OCC) which students are provided access to, 

but are not required to do, and  
(3) Resources and Materials (R&M) which are chosen by the learners and 

relate to their needs and goals 
2. Students should be free to choose their own R&M within the context of the 

course. 
3. Learners should decide how to apply the CCC and OCC to their own learning 
4. Syllabuses should cater for different learning styles and preferences 
5. Learners should reflect on their learning in both written form and face to face 

 
Compulsory/optional: 

6. Any course involving the writing of a learning plan should also include a 
certain time of implementation (the length of time may vary according to the 
individual course) 

7. Learners should have optional opportunities to continue implementing a plan 
after a course has been completed. 

 
Input & Experience: 

8. Learners should have opportunities to experiment with all of the core content 
or optional content that they learn about. (No content should be introduced 
without including such “experimentation” activities.) 
 

Integration with language classes: 
9. Some learner training should occur as part of regular language courses 

(essential concepts to be decided on the basis of our needs analysis and with 
teachers)  

Interaction 
10. Learners should be provided with opportunities to interact with other learners 

and have opportunities to share and learn from each other, in all courses, either 
face to face or online (or both). 

Presentation: 
11. All input should be comprehensible for the learners  
12. Some bilingual support for technical terms should be made available for 

students who want to use it (glossary etc). 
13. The workload for students should be equal each week 
14. The workload for each course should be realistic given other requirements on 

students’ time, and credit awarded (if applicable) 
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Principles - Content & Sequencing 
  

Content:  
1. Students should learn the following four different kinds of skills to optimize 

their learning. 
a. Socio-Affective Skills 
b. Cognitive Skills 
c. Metacognitive Skills 
d. Self Management Skills 
 
Objectives:  

2. Students should have a clear understanding of the aims and objectives of any 
course at the beginning (for example by sharing Learning Plans, as well as 
explaining them in course literature/orientation sessions). 

 
Awareness & Control:  

3. Students should spend some time exploring and raising their awareness before 
narrowing down their focus and practicing taking control of their learning. 

 
Learning history:  

4. The course should help learners explore and make the most effective use of 
previous learning experiences and inform LAs about how they have learned 
languages previously 

 
Implementation:  

5. Students should have opportunities to implement what they have learned about 
in the learner training and reflect on it (combination of input & experience) in 
a single course 

 
Implementing an outside class plan:  

6. Learners should have the opportunity to implement further optional learning 
plans outside class. 

 
Personalization:  

7. The course should provide guidance in and opportunities for personalization 
of learning (Students should understand how to draw on their preferences and 
individual differences to personalize the content & have chances to exercise 
that personalization.) 

 
Teach- & learnability:  

8. The teaching of content (input) should take account of when the learners are 
most ready to learn them (most likely different for different learners so needs 
to be flexible) 

 
Learning Burden:  

9. The amount of content covered (whether as input or implementation of 
learning plans) should be realistic for a freshman student given their 
obligations to classes and extracurricular activities 
 

Learning Burden:  
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10. Some content (e.g. learning strategies, time management strategies - others) 
should be spread over several weeks rather than delivered in one 
unit/lesson/chapter/workshop 

 
Spaced retrieval:  

11. Students should have increasingly spaced, repeated opportunities to retrieve 
and give attention to wanted items from learner training in a variety of 
contexts 

 
Reflection: 

12. Students should reflect on each stage of the learning process. 
13. Students should receive guidance and training about how to reflect/monitor 

their work. 
 

 
Principles-Assessment 

 
Grading/Assessment 

Content to be assessed: 
1. Students should be assessed on the core learning outcomes introduced in a 

module/course 
2. The core learning outcomes should be identified clearly for each 

course/module 
3. Language proficiency (grammatical accuracy etc) should not be included 

in assessment 
4. Students’ overall assessment should incorporate a participation element, 

i.e. that they completed a minimum amount of work each week 
 
Evidence: 

5. Student assessment should incorporate artifacts (i.e. evidence in the form 
of written reflections / documentation / portfolio / completed activities) 

6. Other assessable evidence will vary depending on the course or module, 
but could include: written reports, interviews/advising sessions, document 
analysis of written work or activities, LHL-style learning pack, 
 class/online participation, attendance , self-assessment 

 
Workload: 

7. Any assessment should be practical and realistic for the learning advisor 
(time-wise) 

 
Consistency: 

8. Assessment should be consistent between advisors (using grading rubrics, 
doing norming sessions, using consistent approaches to penalties for 
missed work). 

 
Transparency: 

9. Clear definitions of terms / metalanguage should be used to assess 
students, and shared with them 



SiSAL	  Journal	  Vol.	  4,	  No.	  4,	  December	  2013,	  353-‐366	  
	  

	   366	  

10. Each course should have clear policies about minimum requirements, 
attendance, late submissions and missing/incomplete work, which should 
be shared with students and adhered to by all advisors 

11. Grading procedures (rubrics, learning plans etc.) should be shared with 
students at the start of the course or during the orientation, and made clear 
to them with as much detail as possible. 

12. Course outcomes should be clear to students and they should know that the 
focus is on learning skills rather than linguistic skills 

 
Level of metacognition: 

13. For each learning outcome, a level of metacognition should be identified, 
i.e. “Largely unaware”, “Becoming aware” “Largely aware” “In control” 
or similar 

14. Descriptions of target behaviors and examples will be included on a rubric 
for assessment purposes 

15. A simplified version of the rubric (or a translation) should be made 
available to students and referred to when giving feedback 

 
Feedback  

16. Students should receive ongoing written feedback (written advising) on a 
regular basis from a learning advisor (at least once every 2 weeks) 

17. Students should receive feedback both during and at the end of a course or 
module  

18. Students should receive feedback on their SDLL skills appropriate the 
stage they are at 

19. Non-credit bearing content should still include feedback (even if there is 
no “grade” or formal assessment) 

20. Students should not receive feedback from their learning advisors on their 
linguistic skills, but will be advised on how they can get this kind of 
feedback (PC / WC / SALC materials) 

 
Course Evaluation  

21. Student surveys should be conducted at the end of each course 
22. Student grades should be used to determine whether each course is 

achieving its objectives for the students who take it 
23. LAs and teachers should be invited to give their assessment of course 

effectiveness on a regular basis 
24. A small group of LAs should be in charge of monitoring and modifying 

each unit of work (course/module) each year 
 
 
 
 


