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The Status and Prospects of Counsellor Training:
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Indiry Gamdhi Mational Open Unisoeesily (DONOUT) has been apomionisg o aizeshle chank of its resources for Studenl Suppont
Services. Besides the Regional Services SiafT ol the Heod guarters, Regional Centres and Sisdy Centea, abowt 10,000 parz-time
Academic Counsellors ame involved is assisting IGNOU siudesds in their leaming. Bul are (he Counsellors sulfbeently equippsd o
carryoul thar eks? Munigan angues thal the present riming impafed to comnsellon i@ inadficient. and the usiversity should think
of & comprebeadive training programme Tor ibe Counsellors, We expeci this anicle io gesermie new ideas and even debatéz of e

iz of Iaiming coinselka,

INTRODUCTION

The [ocus of this paper is on counsellor waindng as i i
currentdly practised at ihe Indira Gandhi National Open
University (IGMNOU, for short), India, Delinesting the
programme available, the paper suggests that it necds o
be revamped in lerms ol ipuls,

Irrespective of targel clientele and well designed
materials it has by and larpe boen agreed upon that [ace ©
face component should form an integral part of any
distane education system, The IGNOU does not seem 1o
b an exception to it Face to face sessions, locally called
‘counselling” are made available to a sirong student
population throogh 225 study centres spread ascross the
country. As of today, nearly 10000 counsellors are
enzaged in iz ek, The sessions are generally conducred
in the evenings, on weckends and holidays in order
accommodate & heterogenons student clientele, The
counscllors are part tmers who hold permanent positions
in the conventional educational set up. [t implies tat ey
have a considerable period of waching cxpericnce and are
themselves content experis. However, teaching in the
distance education system warrants different skills from
tcaching in the classroom. Obviouosly they need o
underge some waining.

At the IGNOLU, the practice hoas been and still s o
conduct a tae day onentaion programme for polential
counsellors @l the close ol every bodpetl vear (e April-
March), The trainers are the full fime faculty of the
University. Cuestioning the tenability of the sssamplion
that any one, by virtwe of being in the system is ipso
facte, qualified for a trainer, the paper affirms the
imperative need for wraining the trainers. Moreover, it
cleqrly wdentifies areas in which the full tme facolty can
contribute substantial inputs. The paper alzo considers
building a leedback mechanism in the training pro-
gramime, However it points oul thal whatever 15 sugpested
should not be construed an ideal training programme.
Mevertheless, the need and the scope for improvement are
hroaught o the forelronl.

IGNOU STRUCTURE

Established by an Act of the Indian Parliament in
September 1985, the Indira Gandhi National Open
University (IGNOU) has 2 twin-role to play in the higher
cducational scenario of India:

e as a University offering academic programmes leading
o Certificates/Diplomas/Degrees, eic.,

& as a Covermig Body monitosing and coordinating the
standards and functions of distance education ins-
tinne across the conntey . (However, hecause of varioos
operational factors within IGMOLU and without, it has
noi until recently developed o fullledged mechamso o
eifiect this role).

Predictably, the organizational structure of the Univer-
sity 15 different from that of other Indian Universitics —
negrdy 190 in wotal, of which 42 have departments(direct-
orales ol distance (:mmsp-nnn:l:nc:} cducation attached w
them. Besides, 4 Open Universities are functional an the
State level.

As a University, IGNOU functions in a three-tier
system of Headquarers, Regional Centres and Stody
Centres, The core Faculty in various academic Schools
the Headguarters is engaged in the ask of initial planning,
designing and development of course materials. The
sapport system evolved in the form of Divisions assists
the Schools in Programme-launching. While the task of
course preparation rests with the Headquarters, the actual
implementation of the Programmes is the primary concem
of the Regional Centres. 1t is effected by conrdinating and
academically awditing the functions of the Swdy Centres,
where, among other things, [ace-to-face counsclling
sessions are made available 1o the distance learmers.

COUNSELLING AT IGNOU

At the IGNOU, the learning materials, though
hvpothetical, are considered o be self-instructional in
naviure and are designed in terms of credits — one credit
iz equivalent to 30 hours of student study time which
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includes reading the matenials supplied, writing assign-

meni-responses and avending  Gece-to-face sessions Ut

ary, however, opional. As of now, no empincal evidence

is available o clearly stae how much of learming tme a

unit of sty warrants. The current practice, howewver,

indicates that roughly two and a half hours, out of 30

howrs. have been allocated Tor face o face sessions, In the

context of IWGNOL e 1o lace sessions are meant for
paycho-academic purposes, ic., ‘informing’, “advising
and Cexploring”, depending on the demand from the
student. And so. they are thooght w be legitimately called

‘comselling’ sesswons, Nearly 225 Snedy Centres, under

I8y Regional Centres, which cater 1o a student population

of 1EOLOON, are operational across the country for counsel-

hing purposes, AL an average there are 41 counsellors in
cich Study Centre,

An analysis of the attendance of students for the
coumselling sessions conducted between Jammary-lung
1991 for various Programmes reveals that the atiendance
is a moderste 23% (Singh, 1991). Various reasons can be
atrribistedd 1w the “thin” anendance. One obvious neason 1s
Ui the sessions are optional, Besides distance leamiers
|‘.r|.‘il1g aduliz, therr social ||h|i3_;‘||:i|_r||ns HE=A 14815 Flll'il,1|'iI:|l' T
education, nodwithsanding e fact that they are motivated
amnd have come o distance education by choice, Geo-
griaphical inaccessibility o Swdy Centres would be
another reason o be considered, The low attendance may
alao reflect on the quality of coonselling sessions. A mers
comduct  of counselling  sessions obviously  does  not
guarantee  quality, OQuality of Counselling  therelone
dircctly relaes wo e realm of counsellor-raining. Let us
lurn o the seminal aspects of counscllor iraining at
IGROIT,

The practice has been o conduct a ten-man-hour
orientation programme for counsellors, who are part
tmers holding permanent positions in the on-campiis
cducational set uwp. It presupposes that they ane content
cxpertas, The inpul during the orientation programmes
therefore pertains o distance education pracices —
exposition of prepumtion of sclf instructonal mstcrsls
and the rationale behind the content density, assignment-
cvilvation leading 1o ‘two-way communication”, and
counselling which imcludes the wse fo audiodvideo each-
ing materials catering o the affective domain of leaming,
The full tme faculty at tie Begional Centres and the
Headiuarters are involved in imparting training,

In this context the following guestion-chisters assumie
signilkcance:

o Who are the personnel engaged in counselling? Corres-
pondingly, ‘counselling” being a new phenomencn in
India, do the counsellors need training? IF they do,
what is the training inpuet and ow b5 iU impaned? Docs
what 15 imparted match what is requined? How effec-
ive is the raining im pared?

o Who are the personnel who rain the coumscllor? Do
Use trainers also need training? What should be e
training inpui for the laiier?

o Considering the educational tradition, is ‘counselling’

accepiable o students? How much of the sessions ane

aoiwilly wtilised by the students? In other words, does

‘counselling” serve the purpose for which it is

intemded?

The list of questions presented is nol exhaustive.
However, in booad terms, they represent a whole range of
questions 1o he considered in order that the practice of
comnselling can be rationa lised,

A field survey of a fow onentabon programmes mdi-
ciabes that there are recurremt practical problems, pertaining
1o targed clientele, wainers, inputs for training, ahsence of
Teedback for evaluation, ecbc.

PROFILE OF IGNOU COUNSELLORS

Moatly, the counsellors have a considerable period of
tepching expericnce, though in the classromm selup, with 2
proper sense of their own guililfications. Some of them do
pol Tully recognise te need For radning, Even if some do
perceive the need, they are reluctant o devole the amount
of time required for ik Amd, a lfew of em dizcount some
of the training hecavse they believe what they receive
froan the personnel of the University is a manifestation of
their awn itk obsessions. Whether themr belief 15 valid or
nosl, i1 15 a pointer thal identification of potential counsell-
ors, by isell, s 53 major 12sk, though it s embarrassingly
obwious that the University wies o employ the beat wlent
for the job, it should be guite certain aboul whatl makes
for that 'hest talent”, It showld know, and the coumsellor
should he made aware of . thar content-gxperiise s only
o of the relevant critena for appointment. In other
words, recruitment process should e clearly defined and
made liable for evaluaton from ome o ume, [t will also
provide credence e the decision of the University that the
appointment of counsellors should be renewed every year.

TRAINING NEELDS

Training needs have been looked inte and discussed a
various forums, and most of them are based on
introspection. A swdy wias condocted at the 1GNOU in
1989 with the objective of dentfying and developing
strategies for meeting the demonstrated needs of specific
targer groups invoelved in distance education, The
following table, taken from the swdy referred 1o above,
concemns the needs of part time coamsellors;

The content and strategy suggested here conlomms, by
amd large, to the content of and duration for the present
oricntation programmes. Obviously there must be some
other needs which have yet 1o be identified and met.

Besides a clearly written handbook or a manual of
instructions, the counscllors need to be given proger amd
uniform training in @erms of inpus, Currently the trainers
are those full time persomnel available at the Regional
Centres and those who are deputed from the Headguarters
for this purpose, However, it can hardly be accepted that
anvone in the system fpio focke 15 well qualified For
counsellor-training oo,
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Tahde 1 : Teaining the Connsellors; Djectives, Conlenls and Strste gl

Bl jectives

Cuonlenls Stralegies

1 To 1k knowhedposhly abos
thi= dislance edwcation sestem

How differest open/distasce educalion A pamgphlel
12 Teoaw Che gnnventingal and
camespondence eduocation, eic.

e To appreciaie ke need for ST Miped for 518 and knowledgs abol course Lacupe-cum-
1= the distancs mode of structures asd bow they are mierinked: -ligciszion
lisckungJeamimp mbisaale beland uniization, #c. 2 hiuers}s

1 Tov indeprate audendviden Hole and parpose of sodioyviden A vidan

maleeals effeativey in ihe
counselling sessiogs

malerials in e syslem

4 Tov evaluate and write Kole and parposs of assignmenls; A video
CONEmenis oA assignment- alpmificance of conmenta, knowhaipe fallowed by a
e LR absoul the grafing syslem, ofc. dizcusszan (3 hours)y
5 Tor handle counselling sessions Wha connaelling entails and how i@ A pamphlel
elfectively] thoroirgh underdtanding 15 differesd from leclunisgfuicang, and n video
il osarse mstenals anid pasignmenes e phibosspley B e ovemll lallend Iy
srieiare il conbonl of il colme CRULIRTER T
comgemed and e comesponding {3 houre)
asignmenis
fi. To lesten 1o students’ Significance of estshlishing uselisl Lt
problems &y mpathelically nippon with the siedents (oo hreak {1 houri
the aense of polation)
7. T imaumlain o cormecisans Ml for 5 correciians fibe and how A paamphdes

file and keep o recond of
Slidenl allendance,
perfomance, .

Lo ainlaim o1 meed de keepoa Dle
i shadent-profibe

A, To edfficieanly schedale time

Heovw d-n'l:r:,- in R’."ﬂ.dllE the Tesponses, o A wvdeos
kil Canse Tradlralan in Audeird

The same siwdy conducied in 198% at the IGNOL also suggests the wainimg-needs of full-tume facalty of the University as

follows

Table 2 ; Training for Full-time Faulty: (0bjectives and Contends

Cilajeciives

Lomlents

1. Ta specify the wirk domasss
of the different chlegones of
aciademies warking at the 1GNOL

What each academic™s joh consisls af i genel, s well a
subgect-specific job demanidz

i T sdeniidy the clarsdenics
ol a distance leamer

The helerngeneity, pswchology of distance kamers, and adall leaming theones

i, Ta plan, design, develog
curricula and prepare 814
and progammiie piidis

Fresenling a case for lsanching a programme; idestification of nead of e
targel prodgy oo o decide 1l abgectives, level, course-content, duration aed
credil value of a course; awareness of the resoarce consinunds; bow o decde
mezdin chice and the evalusmtion system for & coerse, and how e design
inferdisciplinany and applicalion-oricnbad o principle of SIM, e

4. Ta prepare and mosalar
nxmignments and question hanka

Ther puapsnze ol sasignments s the DE systeny; howe to farmalale the ohjectives
(TMA aF CAA) and propane an sasgniment, how to evaluste i, differeat kinds of
eansments, hvw o widise the mondonng of assipnments for mondfomng 1he
cauese minl 1he coumsellons;, collection amd tesing of qussions, el

5 To sdentily ameas 1o be
ACKESY B Hie AN il

Medin selection. snd medis mix. Wite media poles cic: participate in prodection
UscLss

fh. Ta explain the functions: of
W codanEc] kar

Whal e parpoess of cousselling i3, the wroring s counssling; funcians of
cxmunsellors; the differenco betwoon counselling s tutaring; losw by aneal the
caunslors for genersl and specific (discpline) purpuses

T. To editfmarmunrevise’
withidmw & courss

Hew ta abiain past-production fesdback from stodents anil counsellors and
hiw e uliliss i Foe revising of withdrmwing a course, and maintaining a
comecisn-evilumtion fils; Proesis & Posibesis

S T evaliale: a progeaime

Parpose of evaluition, designing svalualion programine, ciitcns for evaleation,
colbk=ction an analysis of data 1o evaluale the evaluation system
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It clearly spells out that the full tme Feeulty shoold be
iraingd in assignment-monitoring and imparing mpuls to
counsellors. The peeds idenfified are yet 1o be realised,
Under these circumstances it s in the interest of the
University o exercise utmost care in deputing personnel
tor the onentation programmes for the cooansellors,
Alternatively, a training kit may be prepared for this
purpose, [0 will help ensure some approximation o
unnlormily in information-dissemination, irespective of
the personnel involved in the raining.

The onus of making an orientation programme rich and
purposetul Hes with the permanent st of IGNOU. Their
Jurisdiction of operation should oot lmit iself w coorse-
production, which unforunately 15 the case at present.
They should get themselves involved at the sage of
implementation o, which eotails visits o Study Centres,
sitting through counselling sessions, gelting reactions of
stisdents/counscllom aboul the course=imnpal, monionng
assignment evaloation, ete, The feedback thos collecied
can well be fed o e omentation programmesfraining
ke 1 will help make the orientation meaningful in that the
counseliors will more likely w respond o the past reac-
tions of the siudents o the very courses on which ey
offer counselling than to mercly respond 1o general
comments o student needs, though they need o0 know
about this oo, For instance, it will help the counscllors
know what particular areafsreas the stodents rate as
having u beavy work logd, and so o,

Thuz, at 15 the responsibility of the permanent stafT o
evolve clective evaluation tools, and pass on Uweir Tisd-
ings direclly 10 counsellors, Besides, seniorfexpericnced
counsellors should alse be involved in the orientation
programmes. They can inform the TGNOU 22l on what
approaches they have found most effective, etc. Involving
the counsellors would, at a later stage, help idenuly
resOUTCe persons imoevery study centre,

Further, the swdems are especially sensitive o the
degree of the counsellor’s supponiveness, the relevance of
their comments o assignment responses and the extent
ey help them in their studies, Stdent’s comments on e
ahove issucs should be collected and passed on (o
counsellors. One major purpose of making available tese

comments o the counsellors 15 o remind them that their
work 1% being monitored, However, they (e counsellors)
should be reassured that it is no arbitrary policing,

At the level of feedback, the [ull wme faculyy at the
Regional Centres can play a vital role. Continnous assess-
ment throngh assignments is a wseful medivm through
which leedback can be provided o students and counsel-
fors aboul their perlommance and the ansiilatgon aboon iz
ojective-related achievements, This being what it is, a lot
of atention meeds w be padd right from the stage of
preparation of assignment questions through assessment of
assignment responses o computation of grades awarded
and standardising the wm-around time for sending bhack
the responses (o the students alter evaloalion.

PROPOSED MODEL FOR COUNSELLING AND
EVALUATION

The current practice s thal assignment questons ane
prepared by the School concerned and sent to the sladents
from ihe Headguarters. Having been aitached o particulkr
Sty Centres. the students send their responses o the
azsignment questions w e coordinaters of Swdy Centres
The coordinaiors in prm, disiribuie the responses for
evaluation among the counsellors identified for the
Programme, Afer evaluation, the counzellors send them
hack o the stisdy centres for onwand transmission o the
students. And, copies of the required percentage, e, 2%
of the evaluatcd responses are sent io the School concemn-
ed for purposes of monitoning, However, the Schoals have
not wet taken up this task., And, onfortunately. the
Regional Centres do not find a place in the whole process.
The practice currently in use, therelore, seems o provide
feedback only at one level, e, feedback o stodents”
performance, However, in the absence of any moniloring
of assignment evaluation, the effectiveness or ptherwise of
the fecdback cannot be adjudged.

It is Tor this purpose, the Regional Centres should be
involved in the process of assignment-evaluation. The
schemata suggested here should explain how the Regional
Centre can be acoommodated i the process of assignment
evalton,

Assignmenl Responses

Headgir i [distance | earmer — sl Study Centre

Reaponsss
for
evaluation
Feadtnck
Hegionn Counselior
Cenlres |

Evalualed responses

Fig. 1 ; Counselling and Evalaation : A Model for Feedlmack
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The stages in the proposcd fow of assignment-res-
poiSes. ane:

# Lhe Swdy Centre has woonform the Regional Centre as
to how many assignment-responses have heen sent o
whom and when!

o The Regional Centre has 1o check how many have
been retumed by whom and when?

# the Regional Centre has 1o go through the evaluated
responses gl random and send tem w the students
with the global comment sheets in original

e copics of required percentage of cvaluated responses to
be sent w the School concemed as a leedhack 1w their
questions/materials

o feedback (o be given o the counsellors
The Schemata suggested here may scem 1o be demand-

g, Ican be made less demanding once the appomiment

podicy at the Régional Centres o5 standardised,

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Interaction between the Regional Cenmtre and the
counsellors will help establish a wseful academic rapport

which in tum will help mstil in them a sense of belong-
ing. Further, the counsellors and the Headguancrs also
will bave an opporfunily o interact with ong another. Ti
should be ooted here that the counsellors will get
feedback from the Repional Centre and the Headquarers,
The Regional Centres, for obvious reasons will not be
equipped with expertise in all the subjects, and so monitor-
ing al tids level will be on the bazis of distance education
imput, i.e., tutor comments. eic. And at the level of Head-
quarters, the counsellors will get feedback on the content.
The whobe exercise will help provide substantial mput and
feedhack w counsellor-tradning. It is very vital in this
coniext, lest the University will be left wanting in the arca
of training.

Various findings of the type described, if passed on,
would certainly belp the counsellors perceive the import-
ange of terr role and focus their minds on the success o
otherwise of various aspecis of the Programme. In
addition, it helps them deepen their sense of responsibiliny
towands the course and the ndividual studenis,

Though this paper docs nod purpon to cvolve an ideal
counsellor-training  programme, it clearly suggests that
there is scope for improvement.
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