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Abstract  

In an attempt to quantify and better understand the types of activities and 
interactions that take place in the Self-access Learning Centre (SALC) at Kanda 
University of International Studies (KUIS), a project was initiated to electronically record 
how students make use of the ódrop-inô advisory service. After more than a semester 
and a half of use, the resulting data shows a clear disconnect between the original 
purpose of the drop-in desk and the actual reality of the way it is used by students. 
However, rather than representing a failure of the desk to live up to its originally 
envisaged purpose, the usage patterns of students create opportunities for learning 
advisors to broaden the studentôs understanding of what exactly the SALC, the 
advisory services offered by the SALC and self-access language learning, can offer 
them.  
 
 

Introduction  

This piece of research investigating the role of a drop-in desk at the Self-access 
Learning Centre (SALC), at Kanda University of International Studies (KUIS), in Chiba, 
Japan, was borne out of a broader need to build a detailed picture of student behaviour 
in the SALC. It has long been presumed by the educators working in the centre that the 
students are there for a variety of reasons, including making use of the wide array of 
resources and materials available, doing homework, class assignments and 
extracurricular interests or simply using the environment as a place to meet and 
socialise with friends. However, as may possibly be the case with similar centres, no 
systematic research has been done to ascertain whether these presumptions are 
correct. In this context the drop-in desk, which as the name suggests, is set up so 
students can drop in at any time without an appointment, represents just one small 
snapshot of a larger picture, but it was felt that a more detailed investigation into how 
this service was used would help elucidate more on how the whole SALC is utilised by 
learners. This paper examines the role of a drop-in desk in a self-access learning 
centre by addressing the following questions: What is a drop-in desk and what is its 
function in a self-access learning centre? How can the data from drop-in sessions be 
captured and accurately recorded? What are the main reasons students use the drop-
in service? Is a drop-in desk a useful service to offer in a self-access environment?  

To date, there has been no published research done on the role of a drop-in 
desk in a self-access environment, nor has there been an analysis of the data from 
drop-in sessions or of how a researcher might go about the task of collecting the data 
from drop-in sessions. However there are numerous references in the literature on the 
importance of providing adequate support services for a self-access centre to be 
effective. As the drop-in desk in the SALC is one of a number of support systems 
available to students who use the centre, it is pertinent to review the literature in this 
area.  

Esch (1994), noted that, óefficient support systems create conditions which 
allow for learners to initiate interaction, and more generally facilitate and encourage 
interaction between learners and teachersô (p. 51). On the topic of self-access systems, 
Benson (2001) notes that unless the self-access system is supported by structures for 
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counselling and classroom support, it is unlikely to succeed. Sturtridge (1997) identified 
a number of factors that contribute to the success of self-access centres, chief among 
them was the availability of learning training and development opportunities. More 
specifically, Sturtridge claims: óA successful centre will attempt to make learner 
development an ongoing cycle of action and reflection and to offer a development 
programme that keeps pace with the learners as they workô (1997, p. 71).  

The drop-in desk in the SALC is an example of a self-access support system 
that provides opportunities for students to interact with educators and is an attempt to 
offer guidance and training in the area of learner autonomy. However, as detailed in 
this paper, the goals of the drop-in desk and what it is actually used for by students are 
often incongruous.  

What Is a Drop -in Desk and What Is Its Function in the Self -access Learning 
Centre?  

The drop-in desk is part of the SALC advisory service. The advisory service is 
conducted by a team of eight dedicated learning advisors. Learning advisors are 
language professionals specially trained in offering language learning advice. There 
are two types of advisory services provided by the learning advisors. The first is the 
óbooked advisory serviceô whereby any student can make an appointment at a time of 
their choice with an advisor of their choice. The booking must be made at least one day 
in advance and the session runs for a maximum of 30 minutes.  

The second service is the drop-in desk. As the name suggests it is set up so 
students can drop in at any time without an appointment and talk to a Learning Advisor. 
The drop-in desk at KUIS is strategically positioned just inside the entrance to the 
SALC, so that itôs impossible to go into the SALC without going past it. The function of 
the drop-in desk is two-fold. Firstly to provide an alternative for students to seek advice 
on language related issues other than via the more formal, booked advisory service. 
Secondly, commensurate with the original purpose for the creation of the desk, is to 
promote, develop and support autonomous language learning skills within learners.  

How Can the Data from Drop -in Sessions Be Captured and Accurately 
Recorded?    

When the drop-in desk was initially introduced into the SALC the data from 
drop-in sessions was recorded in an exercise book. Advisors would write down the 
details of a session in shorthand. There was no uniformly agreed upon method or 
categorisation of session data, just a date, and a brief description of what happened. 
The lack of uniformity in the recorded data did not lend itself to easy analysis, so it was 
decided to design an electronic database to capture the details of advising sessions.  

A third party was contracted and a database designed using Microsoft Access. 
It was then trialled by the learning advising team. The learning advisors found the 
database to be distracting for both students and advisors. Also the database required 
too much data entry and was not user-friendly. Learning advisors try to create a casual 
atmosphere at the drop-in desk to make students feel relaxed. This informal laid-back 
atmosphere is shattered when advisors have to ask students for their SALC card so 
they can type in their SALC number and record other personal details before a session 
starts. One learning advisor went so far as to describe the experience as more akin to 
going through customs at an airport rather than a casual drop-in session. Thus it was 
unanimously decided that the Access database should be scrapped.  

In the interim, the exercise books were readopted for data recording purposes. 
Having had some experience with databases I decided to make an attempt at creating 
an electronic alternative in Microsoft Excel. Given the problems with the Access 
database, the challenge was to create something that would be simple to use, would 
not be distracting for either the student or the advisor and would be easy to extract data 
from. 
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There was also the question of how to categorise individual sessions. To do this 
I went through the exercise books and wrote down every unique reason that had ever 
been recorded. In the end 65 different reasons were identified for students having used 
the service. With some input from the learning advising team, the 65 categories were 
narrowed down to 16 main categories, those were then broken down into a further 36 
distinct sub-categories as shown in Figure 1 below.  
 

Figure 1  
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By October 2006, the Excel-based database was ready to be trialled. The new 
database met the requirement of being easy to use by including simple drop-down 
boxes to fill in data rather than manual input and a simple macro button that inserted 
the date and time with a mouse click as shown below in Figure 2. The only manual 
input required is in the comments field which is optional. It is unobtrusive as data can 
be entered after the session has been completed.  
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Figure 2  
 

 

 

 
Data is also easy to extract by the creation of simple óIFô statements. For more 

complex data involving two or more variables, óIFô statements can be embedded inside 
other óIFô statements as shown in Figure 3 below. 
 

Figure 3  
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What Are the Main Reasons Students Use the Drop -in Service?  

From implementation through to the end of the first semester in 2007 (mid-July 
2007) 514 entries were recorded in the database. As shown in Figure 4, two-thirds of 
drop-in sessions last for 10 minutes or less and only about 1 in 7 sessions go for more 
than 20 minutes with the average session lasting approximately 12 minutes.  

The drop-in desk is manned 5 ï 6 hours a day, Monday to Friday and an hour 
and a half on Saturday for a total of 29.5 hours a week. Taking into account holidays 
and absences, it is estimated that the drop-in desk is actually in use for around 18 - 20 
minutes out of every 1 hour session. However this is further distorted by peak and 
trough activity times.  

For example, the sample period covered 20 Saturdays, and for 50% of those 
there was no activity at the drop-in desk for the full 90 minutes that it was attended. By 
contrast during the weekday peak hours of 11.00a.m. to 2.00p.m., the desk is typically 
in use for between 25-35 minutes out of every hour. 

 
 

Figure 4 
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Figure 5 shows the breakdown of the reasons why students use the drop-in 
service. As can be seen in Figure 5, the two most popular reasons for using the drop-in 
desk are Modules (20%) and Casual Chat (19%), followed by Homework & 
Assignments (15%). The category Modules refers to the self-access language learning 

courses run by the SALC and administered by the advising team. It should be noted 
that the majority of drop-in sessions recorded in the Modules category are initiated by 
the learning advisors. In the beginning of the semester, learning advisors send out 
emails asking for those students participating in the First Steps Module to come for 
meetings to explain process, and most students choose to do this during drop-in times. 
This is purely an information session, and does not constitute a typical advising 
session.  

Figure 5 illustrates that the top three categories of Modules, Casual Chat and 
Homework & Assignments add up to more than 50% of all sessions. Enquiries that 
have to do with developing specific language skills including speaking, writing, 
vocabulary, listening, reading and grammar add up to just 22% of the total. Combining 
those two statistics means that on average, in a one hour drop-in session only four 
minutes will be devoted to giving advice on developing particular language skills.  
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Figure 5  

 
 
As learning advisors in the SALC at KUIS we see our role as commensurate 

with that put forward by Mozzon-McPherson (2002):  
 
A key aim in advising is to support students in their language learning and help 
them find the most effective and efficient way of doing so in a variety of learning 
environmentsé. Advisers achieve this task by creating the appropriate 
conditions for language practice and helping them develop the ability to 
determine their learning objectives, define the contents, select the methods and 
resources, monitor progress and evaluate their outcomes. [para. 5] 
 

The drop-in desk is one avenue through which Learning Advisors can carry out 
that role. However, looking at the actual reasons that students use the service there is 
a clear disconnect between the two. More than half of our drop-in sessions turn our role 
as learning advisors into either information providers (e.g. in the Modules and Casual 
Chat categories) or as a tutor of sorts, (e.g. Homework & Assignments).  
 

Another aspect worth consideration is why students who come to the SALC 
donôt avail themselves of the drop-in desk service. Another member of the advising 
team conducted a survey of students who come to the SALC to find out why they donôt 
use the advisory services more generally. Overwhelmingly the two main reasons 
students donôt use the advisory service is firstly that they donôt have time and secondly 
that they are not sure what the drop-in desk is for and what questions to ask.  

Is A Drop -in Desk  a Useful Service to Offer in a Self -access  Centre ?  

The learning advising team does not encourage the use of the drop-in desk for 
purposes of casual chat or for help on assignments and homework. Upon entering 
KUIS, every first year class receives an orientation session about the SALC, the role of 
learning advisors and the advisory services. We tell them explicitly that the drop-in 
desk is not for having essays checked or for a chat. However, given that first year 
students are receiving all kinds of information and going through various other 
orientations in their first few weeks, itôs not surprising that we get enquiries about things 
we explicitly said we are not there to handle.  
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However, does the fact that students come to the drop-in desk for reasons other 
than those originally intended represent a problem? Does it really matter if 20% of our 
time spent on the desk is for casual chat? Certainly it would be a problem if time spent 
chatting was preventing students from accessing the desk with legitimate language 
learning enquiries. However, that is clearly not the case with approximately two-thirds 
of the time the desk is attended seeing no activity.  

Casual chatting sessions can actually offer opportunities for advising on 
language related issues. An advisor can subtly turn a casual chatting session into an 
informal advising session by leading the students with questions designed to flesh out 
language learning issues. For example by simply asking a student how their classes 
are going or how they are coping with a particular class the topic can quickly become 
more focused on the students language learning. 

 In addition, as learning advisors we hope to generate órepeat customers.ô So 
even if nothing more than a causal chat ensues from a session, at least students may 
feel encouraged and comfortable enough to come back and chat at another time which 
may be more conducive to a conversation about the studentôs language learning.  

Students, particularly first year students, often come to the drop-in desk for 
things that fall outside the mandate of the drop-in desk. However it would be unwise to 
simply send the student away with the message that they canôt get help. For example, 
learning advisors are not going to turn away a first year student that has plucked up the 
courage to come and ask for her essay to be checked just because it doesnôt fit within 
the drop-in deskôs functional objectives. Generally, if it is the studentôs first time using 
the drop-in desk, learning advisors will help the student, then explain the purpose of the 
drop-in desk, tell the student that they can get help with essay checking at the writing 
centre, take them down to the writing centre and show them how to book in for an 
appointment. Nevertheless, encouraging students does not mean indulging in a 45 
minute casual chat whilst other students with legitimate language learning questions 
are waiting. Obviously some discretion is required on the part of advisors. As learning 
advisors we want to raise awareness about why we are there but we also want to be 
careful not to frighten students away.  

Also, given some of the reasons why students donôt use the advisory services 
more generally, it would seem that efforts need to be made to promote and inform the 
student population of what the advisory services can offer them. To this end, 
promotional posters have been made and hung in all buildings on the KUIS campus. In 
the coming academic year, workshops promoting the advisory services will be held and 
learning advisors will make mid-semester visits to classrooms to promote the advisory 
services.  

Considering the above discussion, whilst there is a definite disconnect between 
the drop-in deskôs original reason for existence and the reality for what students use it 
for, it is still a useful service to offer as it provides an avenue by which students can 
access the resources and materials of the SALC and broaden the studentôs 
understanding of what exactly the SALC, the learning advisors and self-access 
language learning can offer them.  

Clearly more effort can be made in promoting the advisory services as initially 
envisaged, however, learning advisors should not try to bash square pegs into round 
holes by forcing students into using the drop-in desk in the way it was originally 
intended. Whilst some boundaries need to be set for the types of interactions that are 
and are not acceptable for drop-in sessions, the onus is on the learning advisors to 
adapt the drop-in service to the needs of the students.  

 
 



Proceedings of the Independent Learning Association 2007 Japan Conference: Exploring theory, enhancing practice: 
Autonomy across the disciplines. Kanda University of International Studies, Chiba, Japan, October 2007 

 

ISSN 2073-7513                                                                                                                                             Crowe, S.    8 
http://www.independentlearning.org 

The Author  

Scott Crowe has been involved in teaching English as a second language and 
language advising in both Japan and Thailand for the past 8 years. He is currently a 
Senior Lecturer and Research Coordinator for the SALC Research Group at Kanda 
University of International Studies. His research interests are concerned with 
quantifying and measuring gains in learner autonomy, developing systems for tracking 
student behaviours and the development of materials to foster autonomy among 
learners. 
 



Proceedings of the Independent Learning Association 2007 Japan Conference: Exploring theory, enhancing practice: 
Autonomy across the disciplines. Kanda University of International Studies, Chiba, Japan, October 2007 

 

ISSN 2073-7513                                                                                                                                             Crowe, S.    9 
http://www.independentlearning.org 

References  

Benson, P. (2001). Teaching and researching autonomy in language learning. Harlow, 
England: Longman. 

Esch, E. (1994). Learner support: Interacting with learners. In E. Esch (Ed.), Self-
access and the adult language learner (pp. 50-53). London: CILT. 

Mozzon-McPherson, M. (2002) Language advising. Subject Centre for Languages, 
Linguistics and Area Studies Good Practice Guide. Retrieved October 09 2007, 
from http://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/goodpractice.aspx?resourceid=93#ref4  

Sturtridge, G. (1997). Teaching and language learning in self-access centres: 
Changing roles?. In P. Benson and P. Voller (Eds.), Autonomy and 
independence in language learning (pp. 66 -78). London: Longman. 

http://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/goodpractice.aspx?resourceid=93%23ref4

