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Abstract 
 

This study is an evaluation of the professional development (PD) programme for learning 
advisors employed in the self-access centre at Kanda University of International Studies in 
Japan. The research issue investigated was whether the PD activities of advisors allow them 
to provide appropriate support to students at the University. The implementation of policies, 
the people and the setting were all considered in building an understanding of what may 
make the programme work. The framework used to understand this programme is realist 
evaluation (Pawson & Tilley, 1997), in which theories related to the initial research issue 
were refined and developed to offer new perspectives. Results suggest that initial training 
aids advisors in supporting students, but that future implementation decisions are needed for 
the mentoring element of the programme and on whether more peer observation should take 
place. The implication that informal discussion among the workgroup and the freedom to 
choose personal PD journeys are fundamental drivers of effective practice is a finding that 
may be applied to other teacher and advisor education settings. 
 

Keywords: professional development, teacher education, realist evaluation, reflective 
practice 

 
 
 
This paper evaluates the professional development (PD) activities of learning advisors 

in the Self-Access Learning Centre (SALC) at Kanda University of International Studies 

(KUIS) in Chiba, Japan.  In 2017 the SALC moved to a larger purpose-built location on 

campus and became a department and research institute in its own right, having previously 

been a section of a larger institute. Consequently, as well as having a changed status within 

the university hierarchy, student usage and expectations of the new space have evolved (see 

Imamura, 2018), impacting the roles learning advisors are required to perform; this 

evaluation is therefore timely to ensure that advisors’ PD practices are relevant for the post-

2017 SALC. The standpoint taken in this study is that it is vital to connect student learning to 

the practices and knowledge developed by educators who participate in professional 

development programmes (Bates & Morgan, 2018; Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 

2017), because the outcome of PD is not necessarily students receiving support even though 

it is often the stated purpose of a programme (see Yoshikawa et al., 2015).  
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This study attempts to achieve the following research aim: to determine how effective 

the current professional development programme for advisors at KUIS is in meeting their role 

of providing support to students. In order to pursue this research aim, it is necessary to 

scrutinise the content of the PD programme, how the programme is implemented, and the 

impact of the people involved and the location on the programme. Therefore the following 

research questions are addressed: 

1. What is it about the implementation of PD policies that makes this programme 

a success or otherwise? 

2. What is it about the people and setting that makes this PD programme a 

success or otherwise? 

3. What elements does an effective advisor PD programme contain? 

 

This empirical study addresses a gap highlighted by Inoue (2017), who opines that 

there is insufficient research into PD programmes for advisors in the field of advising for 

language learning (ALL). Furthermore, by focusing on a departmental workgroup at a 

university, this ‘meso-level’ research builds knowledge at an under-investigated level of 

analysis (Trowler, Fangharel & Wareham, 2005, p. 435). This paper reviews literature related 

to ALL and interdisciplinary PD practices, including language education, counselling, life 

coaching and medicine. Then the evolution of theories on what makes the programme work is 

presented, detailing two stages of data collection based on a realist evaluation approach 

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997). The data consist of an interview with a practitioner to inform about 

the background of the programme and formulate initial theories, and interviews with four 

participants in the PD programme (subjects) and one policy maker (stakeholder) - coded first 

in relation to the initial theories, and secondly to find any emergent themes - to develop these 

theories. The revised programme theories make up the basis of the discussion and 

conclusions. 

 

Background 
 

The PD programme for learning advisors at KUIS consists of three mandatory 

elements. Two of the compulsory PD activities are undertaken by all advisors, namely being 

involved in the mentoring programme, where new advisors are paired with a more 

experienced peer, and writing an annual PD report. The stated goals of these aspects of the 

PD programme are ‘to provide supportive opportunities for the professional development of 
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Learning Advisors while they are working at KUIS [and to] provide a record of professional 

development for future career purposes’ (SALC, 2017). There are many further optional but 

expected PD activities for all advisors, which include attending talks by guest speakers and 

participating in conferences. Additionally, advisors are required to seek out PD opportunities 

as needed because, as the staff handbook states, ‘Each staff member is tasked to do his/her 

day-to-day job unsupervised’ (SALC, 2017). Participation in this programme requires 

advisors to work collaboratively and to be autonomous. The way PD is explained in the staff 

handbook suggests it is for long-term career development of advisors, yet to be of immediate 

use it needs to impact student learning in the short term. It is imperative that this research 

explores the connection between advisor PD and student learning. 

The third mandatory programme component consists of training for first-year advisors, 

which culminates in an observation report. The policy document suggests this programme 

element is associated with meeting student needs, ‘The purpose of the advising observations 

is to provide an opportunity for a learning advisor to develop his/her advising skills and to 

ensure that students are receiving quality advising’ (SALC, 2017). In this setting, giving 

quality advising means being able to structure intentional reflective dialogue to enable 

students to gain a deeper understanding of their personal learning style and develop the 

strategies they need to continue learning effectively beyond their formal education (Kato & 

Mynard, 2016, p. 6). Although advisors are recruited as experienced teachers with Master's 

Degrees, training in advising is necessary. Dialogue between an advisor and a student differs 

from language teacher to student interactions: in advising learners make the decisions and the 

advisor acts as a sounding board to encourage reflection (Mozzen-McPherson, 2003; 

Gremmo, 2009, p. 147; Davies & McKee, 2001, p. 220), which is in contrast to approved 

practice of language teachers positioning themselves above students as knowers and moral 

agents (Kubanyiaova & Crookes, 2016). The goal of the first-year training aspect of the 

programme is to prepare advisors to be able to support students by embracing the philosophy 

of ALL. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Advising in language learning (ALL) and reflective practice 

Reflective practice is central to the advising process, thus it is logical it should form 

the basis of PD and training programmes for advisors. However, reflective practice has been 

widely alluded to in teacher education, so has become a buzzword and its meaning has 
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become diluted. True reflective practice goes beyond merely thinking about events, but 

requires practitioners to question their expertise and embrace uncertainty (Cameron, 2009, p. 

128). Furthermore, reflective practice does not happen in a vacuum, it requires experience 

and observation of practice, and a specialist body of knowledge being drawn upon (Harris, 

1989, p. 16). As in the fields of counselling and ALL, reflective practice is most effective 

when it involves dialogue. 

Advising through reflective dialogue is related to Donald Schön’s concept of 

reflection-on-action, and its aim is to ‘encourage a learner to look back and analyse what 

happened and look at it from different perspectives’ (Kato & Mynard, 2016, p.5). However, 

in order for advising dialogue to take place, novice learning advisors need to be trained in 

how to practice it because the characteristics and purposes of discourse in advising and 

teaching are different (Mozzon-McPherson, 2003; Inoue, 2017). As a consequence ALL 

draws inspiration from a variety of fields, including counselling, sports psychology, and life 

coaching (Kato & Mynard, 2016, p. 7). As a consequence, this literature review explores 

literature on professional development (PD) from multiple disciplines in a range of settings, 

beyond language teaching. 

 

Professional development programmes 

PD activities need to be relevant and meaningful to those who participate. As 

Kennedy (2016) states in a paper concerning teacher PD, participating in a programme does 

not necessarily equate to engagement or learning. Lutz and her colleagues found that 

focussing on real problems was one of the factors in a successful PD programme for medical 

professionals (Lutz, Sheffer, Edelhaeuser, Tauschel & Neumann, 2013), which drew upon 

reflective practice to develop an attitude towards practice as well as skill; Watanabe (2016, p. 

103) also sees exploration of purposes as a quality of reflective PD. To evaluate a PD 

programme, it is necessary to focus on engagement rather than completion, on whether 

programme content is related to problems faced by its subjects, and whether the programme 

encourages reflection. Ideally a PD programme should involve training that matches what 

subjects immediately need to do, and input from other PD activities should be things that can 

be put into practice in the setting. 

An analysis of professional development practice among counsellors in India found 

reading, practical experience, discussion of experience and life experience to be catalysts of 

PD (Kumaria, Bhola & Orlinsky, 2018). Related to life experience, Watanabe’s study of high 

school teachers in Japan suggests that a deeper understanding of oneself is necessary for 
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professional development and that PD practices need to be holistic, rather than merely 

focussing on skill development (Watanabe, 2016, p. 167; 162).  Investigating teacher 

education in the United States, Kintz and her colleagues also found critical discussions on 

practice among practitioners to be a key driver of departmental PD (Kintz, Lane, Gotwals & 

Cisterna, 2015), and among experienced ESL teachers in Canada, Farrell found that PD 

sessions, discussion and collaboration with peers facilitated reflection (Farrell, 2013, p. 1076). 

Effective PD programmes need to encourage discussion of practice within the workgroup 

while also attending to the individual subjects of the programme. An indication of success in 

this programme would be that advisors share and discuss their experiences and professional 

practices. 

 

Mentoring programmes  

Mentoring has been shown to aid integration into, and improve productivity and 

commitment towards PD programmes (Irby, Lynch, Boswell & Kappler Hewitt, 2017). In 

teacher education, mentoring has often been hierarchical with an experienced mentor leading 

a less experienced mentee, although it has been suggested that more informal approaches and 

using near peers may be more effective (Chitpin, 2011; Mann & Tang, 2012). To make 

relationships between mentors and mentees more equitable, university lecturers have 

developed a three-way support system (Stilwell, 2009), and library professionals have 

developed a non-face-to-face system to reflect and develop as a community (Goosney, Smith 

& Gordon, 2014). Literature from ALL practitioners supports the idea that a hierarchical 

relationship between mentor and mentee is unhelpful, ‘Mentoring relationships become 

beneficial when the imbalance of power, such as difference in age and experience between 

mentor and mentee, is prevented’ (Kato, 2017, p. 275). Power relations can be neutralised 

through narrative storytelling, which Katz (2011) argues can help build support and is 

effective when a mentoring programme is likely to be short; advisors at KUIS have 

previously shared stories through keeping a mentor-mentee journal (Lammons, 2012; 

Yamamoto, 2017). Mentoring can be a powerful driver of PD, but the mentoring aspect of a 

PD programme needs a rigid structure and relationships need to be close. 

 

A model for effective PD? 

While Bates and Morgan’s (2018) model of effective teacher professional 

development has influenced this paper, most notably in highlighting the importance of 

observation or modelling practice and workgroup collaboration, there are some problematic 
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aspects to their framework. The section on active learning is not fully developed and the 

section on content focus - connecting literature to practice - could be developed to describe a 

more cyclical and ongoing process of synthesising theory and action, rather than being 

‘homework’ to memorise content. Therefore, in the spirit of realist evaluation, a decision was 

taken to focus on the uniqueness of this programme rather than trying to apply general 

models of best practice. 

 

Method 
 

Project-level decisions 

Advising in language learning (ALL) is based on sociocultural principles, where 

knowledge is viewed as a social product (Kato & Mynard, 2016, p. 1; Mynard & Carson, 

2012, p. 32), therefore it was decided that an evaluative approach with the same 

epistemological perspective would be appropriate. Realist evaluation works from the premise 

that programmes are social systems, and at the centre of the system are the people in it, the 

context it exists in and its history (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 63; 65). A realist approach to 

evaluating the advisors’ PD programme at KUIS fits the objectives of this research because 

its results are likely to be actionable; rather than attempting to generalise, the approach seeks 

to understand what it is about the specific participants and setting that makes the programme 

succeed, fail or otherwise. Realist evaluation also offers a counterpoint to using complexity 

theory (Astbury, 2013, p.393), which has become fashionable in language education and 

training for language teachers (Feryok, 2010; Zheng, 2013). 

The population that this research represents are the 11 people who had worked as 

learning advisors at KUIS during the academic year 2017/18, the first year after the SALC 

moved to a new building. A sample of six people was invited to participate in this research. 

This sample is representative of the gender, experience and nationality balance of the 

population. Of the six contacted, five participated in the project; one person was unavailable 

to be interviewed during the data collection window.  

Ethical approval was sought and gained from the relevant gatekeepers. An ethical 

decision was made to deidentify all participants in the research and those mentioned with a 

connection to KUIS using a letter code.  
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Design-level decisions 

Beyond the population of learning advisors, other stakeholders are invested in the 

success of the PD programme for advisors. The initial stages of a realist evaluation are 

‘organised around the development of contexts, mechanisms, outcomes (CMO) propositions’ 

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997, p. 182). From these theories, the evaluator can hypothesise about 

what makes the programme work. Having input from a stakeholder who has direct knowledge 

of the mechanisms of advisor PD programmes, the context, and the terms of the social 

relations that take place in the setting gives the researcher’s theories more weight (Pawson & 

Tilley, 1997, p. 70). Therefore in the first stage of data collection, Z, who had knowledge of 

the original advisor PD programme at KUIS in 2006, was invited to discuss CMOs of the 

advisor PD programme in order to develop initial theories about the programme.  

Following the development of the initial programme theories, an interview guide was 

created to cover these theories and related subtopics (Fielding & Thomas, 2016, pp. 288-289). 

The guide was designed so that interviews would take around 45 minutes to complete. 

Interviews were scheduled between March 16 and April 3, 2018.   

 

Interview procedure 

The participants were offered the opportunity to choose the time and place of their 

interview. The researcher collected audio data from interviews with the five participants, and 

then transcribed these conversations. Transcriptions were analysed in three stages. Firstly, a 

priori thematic analysis was done in order to code data to the four CMO theories that had 

earlier been developed. Following this, each participant’s data were compared theme by 

theme, and a chart summarising each theme was produced. Secondly, the transcripts were 

reread and reanalysed to identify emerging themes and personal narratives. Data from the 

first two stages of analysis were then used to revise the CMO propositions about the 

programme to inform research questions 1 and 2. The final stage of analysis was to code the 

data against effective PD practices suggested in the literature in order to appraise the 

programme in relation to practices suggested elsewhere and thereby address research 

question 3. 
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Results 
 

Stage 1: Stakeholder meeting to develop initial programme theories 

Z was able to clarify the underlying philosophies behind the programme. Being able 

to construct dialogue is an essential capability for advisors to develop, and Z opined that this 

skill transcends the workplace and enriches all aspects of and advisor’s life.  

The discussion covered basic training workshops for novice advisors, and how one-to-

one talk or journaling can be used in PD to mirror practices between advisors and students. 

Mentoring was an area Z expressed strong feelings about, suggesting that it is essential for 

advisor PD and requires a pathway that supports mentees becoming mentors. 

Following Z’s input the initial programme theories were developed. These four 

theories are presented in Table 1, in which the CMO propositions of each theory are 

described. 

Table 1 

 

In order to evaluate this programme, it is necessary to define what constitutes success 

in each for these programme theories. It was decided that the dependent variables to be 

assessed would be learning advisors’ perceived experiences of whether: 
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i) First-year training gives advisors the capability to co-construct reflective dialogue 

with students. 

ii) Advisors experience professional growth through the mentor-mentee relationship. 

iii) Advisors share knowledge and practices across the workgroup. 

iv) What is learnt in PD activities can be applied to practice and thereby enhance 

advisors’ support of students. 

These dependent variables were then tested in the second stage of the research in interviews 

with five people who know the programme well, four advisors who are subjects of the 

programme and one manager who is a stakeholder. 

 

Stage 2: Advisors’ perspectives 

One term that emerged from the interview data was ‘creativity’. It was used by J to 

describe a realisation that she needed to go beyond following the procedures of others to 

become an effective advisor, by Y to describe how original ideas and practices emerged from 

mentoring relationships in the programme, and by A to describe her development as a 

researcher and an academic. This suggests that one of the things about the people which leads 

to this programme being successful is taking a creative approach. Prior research states that 

reflection is important, but creativity is required to turn reflection into action. 

 

Theory i): First year training supports reflective dialogue. All of the interviewees 

were positive about the content of the training aspect of the programme in developing skills 

to engage in effective dialogue with students. C and J stated that all of the sessions helped 

them develop. Although C and K described failure to retain some information initially, that 

they stated they were able to review and have further discussion with trainers and mentors 

suggests a strength in the programme; the availability of experienced peers helps novice 

advisors to get the knowledge they need. J revealed that much of her first-year training 

focused on written advising and indicated that this was because at that time there were a large 

number of students who required this service. This suggests that the programme is flexible 

and can focus on immediate needs of students when required. 

In contrast to the content of first-year training, opinions on how training is delivered 

differed. In particular, dissention between stakeholders and subjects of the programme 

emerged. Table 2 summarises how the preferences of the stakeholders for dialogic training 

practices to match advising with students contrasted with two of the subjects who called for a 

more structured and direct approach. Additionally, while A seems to agree with 
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management’s ideals of openly sharing practices in order to learn, this policy appears to be 

implemented unsatisfactorily. 

 

Table 2 

 

As well as ‘learning from each other’, stakeholder Y describes making ‘room for 

discussion or reflection’ as an aspect of effective learning. In recalling an effective training 

session, Advisor C reports a situation in which discussion and reflection took place after he, 

his trainer and another advisor had read a journal article: 

We just talked about […] reflecting students’ emotions. […] Listening reflectively 

and being a mirror for them. I don’t think we practiced much in that we just read the 

article and kind of discussed our reactions to it. But that reading was really good fun 

and interesting for thinking about how I can listen to students in sessions (C) 

In describing a successful PD experience that neither matched advising nor was directive, C’s 

statement indicated that having varied implementation methods can enrich the training aspect 

of the PD programme. 

 

Theory ii): Mentoring leads to professional growth. Interview responses 

concerning mentoring received mixed responses from the four programme subjects. Two of 
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the participants described generally successful experiences of their self-development through 

this aspect of the programme, but there seems to be inconsistency in the implementation of 

this policy, as highlighted in Table 3. 

Table 3 

 

The two advisors who spoke of generally successful experiences of mentoring 

described regularly scheduled meetings which were cordial. The less successful experiences 

of being a mentee described by J and K involved a more hierarchical relationship, with the 

mentor as teacher and mentee as student. Y stated that innovative practice has emerged from 

freedom being given to mentors and mentees to decide how to proceed. However, the manner 

in which the concept of mentor blurred with trainer and office mate in the account given by J 

suggests a need for clarification on what the role is and what is expected from the mentorship 

aspect of the programme. 

 

Theory iii): Knowledge sharing in the workplace. This theory was developed to 

discuss formal, whole-group PD conventions. However, the focus in all of the interviews 

moved towards more informal practices, in particular the impact of sharing offices with other 
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advisors. This seems to be a powerful driver of PD in this setting. For example, J related how 

similar relationships with previous and current office mates have led to deep discussion and 

reflection about work, ‘Small talk is a waste of time for her’ (J), and described how these 

conversations have a different quality to those she has with her husband. She puts this down 

to her personality: ‘I think I’m an introvert, so I think about what I do a lot’ (J), and this 

reflective trait may be a reason that this productive environment exists within this group of 

people. Y reported that in the advisor recruitment process, those who have a desire to develop 

themselves are more likely to be offered a job. 

None of the interviewees expressed enthusiasm for doing PD as a group, but ideas on 

how to better use team meetings to develop discussion and community emerged. A is against 

having more meetings, and Y shared a vision of having whole-group PD as an add-on to the 

current meetings. C gave a number of suggestions on how the meetings could be used 

productively, including giving time to share external PD opportunities and to do some 

practical troubleshooting, for example to share comments written to module students, during 

quieter periods of the semester. 

One issue with whole-group PD that emerged is that it requires the whole workgroup 

taking the same approach, which J is firmly against. ‘I’m… kind of… looking for something 

different’, and ‘I’m looking for more opportunity for professional development but in a new 

way’ (J), and suggested that people had previously participated in group PD merely because 

they felt obliged to. A personal PD approach is favoured by K and C: K’s PD choices are 

influenced by friends in other fields, and when asked about his plans for his second year, C 

stressed he needs to develop his own interests. A possible limitation of the current 

programme is that experienced advisors might not feel challenged by PD done in a group. 

Additionally, these findings suggest that resources are lacking to provide everything on site 

that the advisors require to develop themselves. 

 

Theory iv): Relevance of PD activities. K implies that an advisor following their 

own professional development goals is setting a good example for students, who advisors 

encourage to work towards often ambitious language learning goals. ‘Go, live your dreams, I 

gave up on mine’ (K). This line was delivered in a sarcastic tone, and suggests that in a 

worst-case scenario, a lack of choice in PD opportunities would damage a programme’s 

subjects by quashing their enthusiasm and making them less appropriate role models for 

students. 
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There was, however, agreement among the participants that conferences and talks are 

not always relevant. C found that he does not always connect with speakers when the topic is 

not ‘directly applicable to what I was doing at that time’ (C). Similarly, A, J and K all 

expressed that some conferences that they have attended are not relevant to advising, but that, 

depending on the conference, there is value from a PD point of view because they can help 

with research. Talks can ‘give perspective’ (A), and be ‘useful analytically’ by suggesting an 

alternative lens through which to view a problem (K).  

For Y, developing as a researcher is an important part of the role. ‘I always encourage 

new advisors to participate in the academic community’ (Y), and suggests that that advisors 

benefit from doing presentations in their first year. K argues that academic development helps 

advisors understand the setting better. In defence of his choice to learn a programming 

language, not an obvious route to support language learners, he explains how it can inform 

practice: 

So, I’m already, with data sets we have – being able to apply this to analyse feedback 

that we’re getting, find connections and patterns and ways that can help us improve 

the SALC, or understand the context of the students’ context of the SALC and the 

campus environment […] Skills in “R” become a tool to, as I develop them, further 

understand this data we already have now. So that we can make informed decisions of 

it and improve. (K) 

This narrative experience shows how understanding and giving appropriate support to 

learners is not merely a case of developing dialogic skills, or doing training in a related field 

such as coaching or counselling, but can be achieved in numerous creative ways. 

 

Revised programme theories 

Following analysis of the interview data, the initial CMO propositions were reviewed, 

and the revised theories about the PD programme are shown in Table 2. Changes were made 

to all four theories based on the input of the five participants, most noticeably with diverse 

PD practices being recast in a more positive light in Theory i (towards Z’s assertion that 

‘everything comes back to the students’ rather than the researcher’s fear that student needs 

came second to advisor desire), and the mechanism for Theory iv becoming more focussed 

on informal PD practices. 
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Table 4 

 

While the data presented in Table 4 suggest how the programme operates, that is not 

to say it operates perfectly. With mentoring for example, the potential is there for reflective 

practice. However, further experimentation and perhaps action research is required to ensure 

that trust between partners is built, there are no barriers to communication, and whether tasks 

or personal storytelling are formally incorporated.   

With first-year training, there is a greater focus in the revised theory on flexibility of 

the content of training based on immediate need, and on the use of different modes of 

delivery. Participant insight into using outside training opportunities as PD suggests that 

observing rather than leading training might be more conducive to reflective practice. 

The potential impact of informal knowledge sharing within the workgroup is a 

thought-provoking finding that emerges from this research. Based on these findings, it seems 

pertinent in the KUIS setting to focus on enhancing opportunities rather than pushing and 

enforcing whole-group PD. That said, further research into why participants were reticent to 
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do more group PD; a possible reason that comes from the data gathered is that it is time 

consuming and that PD is of secondary importance to satisfying student needs. 

 

Discussion 
 

This section examines the findings under the categories set out in the research 

questions, namely the implementation of the programme, the people and setting, and 

components required for an effective PD programme.  

 

Implementation 

One strength of the programme is that advisors are able to put the content of their 

training and their ideas into practice. There is a certain amount of flexibility in terms of 

content focused on and delivery style which relates training to real issues, (Lutz et al., 2013) 

and builds a connection between reading and experience (Kumaria et al., 2018). Examples of 

this include the description by J of training being adapted to the needs of the advisors at that 

time, and C’s experience of a session where the trainer and two advisors discussed literature 

in order to deepen understanding. These examples show the programme performing 

favourably in the area of content focus, one of Bates and Morgan’s (2018) seven components 

of good PD practice. 

Another aspect of effective PD described by Bates and Morgan is feedback and 

reflection. Reflection is embedded both in the literature of advising in language learning 

(Kato & Mynard, 2015), and in the practices described by the participants in this study. 

However, feedback and reflection are ‘two distinct and complementary processes and are 

both part of effective PD’ (Bates & Morgan, 2018). Feedback is not a theme that emerged 

from this research and is an area that needs extra consideration as this programme develops. 

Peer observations as PD have been shown to have a positive effect on student learning 

outcomes (Shaha, Glassett & Copas, 2015), but they have not been successfully implemented 

in this advisor PD programme according to A. Peer feedback can be intimidating, but 

research suggests that it has the capacity to strengthen professional relationships and build 

mutual respect (Shortland, 2010). This programme may benefit from implementing a three-

way peer observation aspect in order to reduce the chance of confrontation and observees 

feeling threatened (see Stillwell, 2009). 
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The people and setting 

Despite limited peer observation taking, this study suggests that one of the strengths 

of this programme lies in the people being willing to engage in PD and having the desire to 

support students. Furthermore, participants talked of good relationships within the team and a 

desire to learn from one another.  

Regarding the setting in which this PD programme has been implemented, there are 

two prominent features that encourage advisors’ professional development. First, in terms of 

expert support from within the department, from lectures from visits to the university, and 

from financial support for advisors to attend academic conferences. In addition, in contrast to 

other settings (see Carson, 2015), advisors at KUIS are full time and do not have teaching 

obligations. This means their focus is on ALL and their day-to-day practices as well as their 

PD is on advising rather than other things. Educational institutions need to set aside both time 

and money for dedicated advising staff in order to maximise PD and, ultimately, offer the 

best support to learners. 

 

Elements of an effective programme 

Opportunities for informal discussion about practice were shown to be powerful 

drivers of professional development in this research. These informal reflective dialogues 

mean practices are dynamic rather than automatic (see Farrell, 2013, p. 1075).  Findings in 

other studies of departmental PD practices also suggest informal peer discussion is 

indispensable (Kintz et al., 2015), this is a challenge to widespread belief that informal PD 

has a lesser status than, for example, mentoring (see OECD, 2009). The importance of 

informal learning should not be underestimated and educational institutions should strive to 

provide their staff with environments and opportunities to interact informally and trust them 

to use these opportunities professionally. 

While processes need a review in this programme, mentoring has been shown to have 

a positive impact on programme subjects when implemented well. In terms of relationships in 

the mentoring element of programmes, findings here echoed the literature on mentoring that 

hierarchy in mentor-mentee relations should be minimised (Kato, 2017; Chitpin, 2011; Mann 

& Tang, 2012). Because creating a non-hierarchical mentoring programme where mentor and 

mentee feel comfortable requires finding a delicate balance, it needs to be done strategically. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

This paper sets out to address the lack of research into professional development (PD) 

in advising for language learning (ALL) by evaluating the effectiveness of a professional 

development (PD) programme for learning advisors at a university self-access learning centre 

(SALC) in Japan. The research was undertaken by advisors being interviewed. Demand for 

research in this setting was due to the SALC department’s change in status within the 

university and its move to a new facility. Results suggest that the implementation of first-year 

training for advisors is successful, and part of this success is due to its blending of delivery 

styles and practices that encourage reflection. However, reaction to the implementation of the 

mentoring element was mixed, suggesting a need for clarity of purpose in policy documents 

and the need for a tool such as a journal to aid PD practices, as well as further research into 

this area of the programme.  

The research method was underpinned by a realist perspective. As well as positioning 

the research in a different discipline to previous research in language education and teacher 

PD where complexity theory is popular (Astbury, 2013; Feryouk, 2010; Zheng, 2013), the 

realist approach meant the project could specifically focus on the PD programme’s particular 

mechanisms to understand its outcomes. The approach allowed for stakeholder input in the 

creation of the programme theories that informed the design of the research instrument, and 

helped to identify differences in perspective between managers and advisors, particularly 

regarding the delivery of training. 

One of the major findings is the implication that informal discussions within the 

workgroup are a powerful driver of PD. Another finding is that self-exploration and choice 

are important drivers of professional growth (also see Watanabe, 2016). One of the strengths 

of the people and setting of this programme is that there appears to be both willingness from 

individual advisors and support from the institution for personal PD goals to be managed by 

the subjects. In addition, advisors being employed full time and encouraged to participate in 

PD activities on and off campus helps to encourage workgroup collaboration that goes 

beyond ‘contrived collegiality’ (Bates & Morgan, 2018). The implication is that it is fitting 

for other educational training and PD programmes to incorporate self-directed elements and 

provide staff with working conditions, such as time and financial support, which foster 

professional growth. 

   287 
 



The following recommendations are proposed specifically for the advisor PD 

programme at KUIS but will be of interest to organisers of other advisor or teacher 

development programmes. Effective PD requires that: 

● Training both has a clear message and encourages self-directed learning. 

Ongoing review of training practices is needed to ensure implementing a clear 

shared philosophy and advising methodology is balanced with having a 

dialogic dimension in training. 

● Members of the workgroup share practices. Observation is one way to do this, 

and organising a non-hierarchical peer observation system will benefit this 

setting. 

● People are integrated into a workgroup and their commitment is boosted by 

having a mentor system. However, a strategic approach to implementing 

mentoring is needed. A required mentor-mentee journal would encourage 

reflective practice and match advising procedures and allow for feedback to be 

built into the programme more explicitly. 

● Relaxed discussion takes place among the workgroup. Maintaining a 

professional and friendly working environment will encourage creativity and 

informal development. 

● PD is explicitly done to benefit students. The findings indicate that varied PD 

promotes learner as well as advisor development; however, this should be 

made explicit in policy guidelines. 
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