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Issues of the Differences in E-Learning for Counselling Students
From an interview by Dr. Keir Thorpe (LASS Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator)

E-Learning Case Studies

The Project Report on E-Learning Practice in the Faculty of LASS produced by Puren Savas Gedikoglu in May 2005 prompted a desire in the Faculty to explore e-learning provision within all of its Schools.  This would not only provide a snapshot of development in this important area of contemporary learning and teaching, but would also enable accurate responses to requests on such issues whether originating from within the University or from outside.  Consequently, a series of interviews has been carried out of those identified as having taken steps to develop e-learning provision and these have formed the basis of short reports each detailing the work of one or two academics.

Background

Counselling Studies is a sub-section of the Social Work Studies Division of the School of Social Sciences.  Dr Norman Claringbull is Head of Counselling Programmes co-ordinating both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes and he teaches across these.  Like all counselling academics, Claringbull maintains private practice; he has over twenty years experience as counsellor/psychotherapist and for the past ten years has acted as a workplace counsellor.
Nature of Counselling Students
Claringbull highlights that all of the students on the programmes he teaches are mature and part-time so differ from the cohorts taught by most other programmes at the University.  In addition, students coming to study the Higher Education Certificate in Counselling, which is equivalent to the 1st Year of a BA programme, do not have to fit any educational entry requirement as long as they can demonstrate that they would gain from studying the programme and, as a result, some of these students do not have the conventional educational experiences of other undergraduates.  Consequently studying the programmes is often their first opportunity for engagement with relatively sophisticated educational use of ICT.
It is assumed that these students have a degree of computer literacy but they are tested and steps are taken to aid students who need development in this regard.  All the students are trained in particular software of benefit for their work including specialist search engines.  Such development is an integral part of the teaching programme, for example at the stage of preparing for research projects.
Students receive ‘swathes of handouts’; it is compulsory for counselling academics to provide generous resources.  These handouts include articles relevant to the current topic and the quality of students’ work depends on their use of these.  Students also receive lecture notes.  To some extent, due to the location for teaching the programmes, up until July 2006, at the New College campus and other factors, there has not been as much progression in making such resources available electronically compared to other parts of the School.  This is an area which Claringbull feels would benefit from an injection of funds and staff support.
The extent to which individual counselling students make use of the internet, especially to access articles and e-journals, varies, but those who do, tend to achieve high marks as using such facilities enables them to demonstrate a greater breadth of learning.  Online conferencing is not used on the counselling programmes because face-to-face sessions are a central part of studying them.  Nevertheless, it might well prove to be beneficial to explore online conferencing as an additional teaching technique. Students must attend 80% of the sessions run across their programme; to be permitted to submit an assignment for a unit they must have attended at least 50% of its sessions.  The reasons behind these regulations are that a great deal of learning in counselling comes from reflecting experientially.  The programmes have no examinations and rely on 100% coursework assessment. Each assignment, whether done individually or as group work, has to refer to students’ personal development during the unit.  Some communication for the group work is handled online, but this is mainly for exchanging data.

A significant number of students on the counselling programmes have learning or physical differences, including a number of blind students.  Claringbull sees this fact as a reason to move towards greater e-learning.  The involvement of disabled students prompts the production of electronic materials that, for example, can be read aloud by a screen reader package.  A copy typist was employed to transcribe lecture material for these students.  In some cases lecture material must be sent in advance, for example to a deaf student.  In most years the programmes have students who attract funds to provide facilities, for example, a deaf student will be awarded £3000 to cover the cost of a specific computer and £5000 was granted for a copy typist for blind students in the 2002/4 and 2003/5 Cohorts.  The electronic resources created as a result of such funding can often benefit the student body as a whole.
Grading
The counselling programmes have a different approach to grading work to those used elsewhere in the University.  This has been driven by external examiners.  Their assumption is that a mark of 100% is attainable and that there need to be clear explanations to students achieving less than 100% as to what they would need to do to improve their grade.  Claringbull notes that certainly grades up to 95% are awarded; the range is generally 41%-95% but as with other programmes at the University, the bulk of work falls in the 50%-70% band.  However, this is reconciled with the attitude that students need to be assessed as ‘good enough to practice’ and that above this level quality varies considerably as different staff and assessments encompass a diversity of approaches and complexity.  Counselling academics tend include extra factors in their assignments that, clearly articulated to students, allow them to attain more than the marks they require to be deemed worthy to practice.
Claringbull observes that clear criteria allow students to engage subtly with the programmes.  Most of the students are very competitive and want to do the best they can, but others choose to attain a lower mark because the programme is only one part of their life and they feel can only be allocated a certain amount of time and effort.  They have the information to make such decisions.  Claringbull notes that other subject areas should indicate why they would not award higher than a 75% grade; he feels this limit stems from teaching traditions rather than a serious analysis of pedagogic requirements.

Objectives

Claringbull notes that a step forward would be to move all the paper-based resources online to a central server.  This would mean that the provision of electronic resources would not single out those students with special needs but would be accessible to all.  Whilst he feels the counselling students are very articulate in asking for additional provision, alone, they cannot establish a new mode of behaviour for the programmes.  Claringbull estimates that the programmes would need a specific, allocated person working for a year to put all their resources online and to thoroughly check them in terms of disability accessibility.
Given the number of mature students with work and family responsibilities staff seek to spread out attendance on the programme to allow them to keep up.  Greater online facilities would enable them to access a range of resources at times convenient to them in the way that distance learners do.  Claringbull adds, that whilst students need a certain standard in order to practice, because they or their employer pays for the programme, student demands are high and the more provision that can be offered the greater the satisfaction from students will be as they will feel that there is an enhancement of the programmes’ value for money.
Conclusion
Given that Counselling attracts students and uses materials that would benefit from online provision it seems an oversight that more resource has not been put into developing such approaches for these programmes.  With the relocation of the teaching space and the development of a university-wide e-learning strategy it is to be hoped that steps can be taken to enable these programmes to be more fully equipped.  At least they should be supplied with the level of online provision that is already available for programmes which ironically may have less immediate student need for such things.

Dr. Keir Thorpe, 5th July 2006.
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