
An exploration into using self-determination theory to evaluate a SALC

Self-determination theory (SDT) is a meta-theory of human

motivation comprised of six mini-theories, and is concerned

with understanding and supporting our natural or innate

predilection for growth, behaviour and activity in effectual and

psychologically healthy ways (Deci and Ryan, 1985).

Within SDT, Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT)

postulates that support for the universal needs for autonomy,

competence and relatedness ‘tend to enhance autonomous

motivation, leading to better learning and performance and

more positive affective experiences” (Deci and Ryan, 2016, p.

17). These “needs are specifically defined as nutrients that are

essential for growth, integrity, and well-being (Deci and Ryan,

2017, p. 10).

The 3 Basic Psychological Needs are defined as follows:

• Autonomy (choice): “refers to being the perceived origin or source of one’s behaviour. Autonomy concerns acting from interest and integrated

values” (Deci and Ryan, 2002, p. 8).

• Competence (a feeling of effectiveness): the need to interact effectively with one’s environmental surroundings – to seek out optimal challenges,

take them on, and exert persistent effort and strategic thinking to make progress in mastering them (Reeve, 2016, p. 140).

• Relatedness (a feeling of connectedness): refers to the feeling of being connected to others, “the need to be involved in warm relationships

characterized by mutual concern, liking, and acceptance” (Reeve, 2016, p. 140).

Research aims: 

To understand more about students’ views on whether we are creating suitable conditions

to foster English language use in the SALC, and to understand their views on what the

SALC can do further promote English. We are adopting an interpretative approach aiming

to make sense of participants’ thoughts and actions within the SALC setting.

Research questions:

• How and why do KUIS students use the SALC?

• How autonomy-supportive do students perceive the SALC to be as a place to promote

the use of English?

• What ideas do students have about the kind of support they need to use English?

Methods

Data collection

• Questions included on the annual questionnaire administered to all KUIS students (280

responses)

• Structured interviews conducted with SALC users using a combination of open and

closed-questions (108 completed)

• SALC usage statistics

Data analysis

• Descriptive statistics

• Interpretative analysis of open responses

• Where present, typological coding of data within the three components of BPNT

(autonomy, competence and relatedness)

Participants:
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What we’re doing

1st floor: Study spaces, English Speaking Practice

Area, study rooms, edutainment booths, the Workshop,

the Stage. The 1st floor is a multilingual space.

2nd floor: Yellow Sofas, Academic Support Area. The

second floor has an ‘English only’ policy.

Yellow Sofa: Students can speak to teachers in English, both individually and/or

in groups without an appointment.

Academic Support Area: Students can meet with teachers to practice

conversation, writing, and presentation. Appointment required.

Student voices :

• 25% of responses about students’ favorite thing about the SALC were related

to spaces (i.e. study room, edutainment area, or 1st floor study space)

• 43% of responses about students’ favorite thing about the SALC were related

to communicating, but these answers were often connected to specific spaces

within the SALC. Of the 89 responses about communicating, the Yellow Sofas

were mentioned 24 times.

• Students view spaces as resources. When asked about resources, 66% of the

213 responses fell under the category of relatedness. Of these, spaces were

mentioned 51 times (i.e Academic Support Area, Yellow Sofas, ESPA,

Conversation Area)

• When asked what changes the SALC should make, 28% of responses were

related to environment (i.e. stricter language policy, bigger conversation area)

• Students view the “English-only’ policy as part of the space itself. When asked

about their vision for a perfect SALC, there were 11 responses that mentioned

the ‘English-only’ policy in relation to the spaces within the SALC.

The SALC aims to provide a variety of resources to

suit students’ learning needs. This includes:

• A range of easily accessible language resources

within the SALC.

• Promoting various learning communities

• Offering advising services

• Providing access to teachers in a conversation area and English lounge

• Holding events and workshops for students.

• Presentation and promotion of these services with support from our design

staff (SALC information for teachers, 2018)

Student Voices:

Students described people as resources they use to help them use English more

often than physical materials within the SALC.

• 66% of the 214 responses fell under the category of relatedness. Of these,

people were mentioned 80 (37.38%) times. (e.g. people in general, teachers,

students, exchange students, LAs). Events were mentioned in only six (2.80%)

responses.

• 35% were related to autonomy. Sixty-five (30.37%) responses referred to

physical materials within the SALC, such as books, movies, or test preparation

materials.

• Students’ responses about who they prefer speaking to in the SALC and why

suggest that in terms of people as resources, the SALC is supporting students’

SDT-related needs.

• 19.8% of response corresponded to Autonomy, 37.8% to Relatedness, and

21.6% to Competence.

Language policies now exist in the SALC for 

encouraging learners’ target language use and 

promoting learner autonomy. Learning advisors, 

teachers, and other university staff decided to take an 

encouraging position  from this academic year.

• Teachers have increased duties at Yellow Sofas and Academic Support Area

to provide more opportunities for students to interact with teachers for their

language goals.

• We have increased opportunities for involvement with international students

(i.e. language practice partners, SALC interns)

Student voices: 

Relatedness is one of the most important needs for KUIS students.

• 43% of responses indicated that students use the SALC for communicating.

• More than 40% responses were that students like to talk with teachers and

learning advisors.

• Approximately 20% of responses were that students prefer more direct

support from the SALC to increase their opportunities to use English.

Additionally most of the responses to Q9 (“What changes can the SALC make

to help you use English?”) were related to events or opportunities to use

English or the environment of the SALC.

INTERVENTIONS
• In-class interventions with SALC learning advisors

• Increasing visibility of communicative services via posters and boards in the SALC.

• Workshops on making plans for speaking

• Increasing resource pathways and developing more recommendation systems

• Revisiting language policies through ongoing discussion

• Empowering SALC student staff to promote English use
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