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STUDENT SUPPORT IN
OPEN AND DISTANCE LEARNING

Alan Tait

This chapter will address the principles of student support in Open and
Distance Learning (ODL), aiming to identify the central concepts which
underpin this area of activity, and how from the practitioner perspective these
concepts are realised.

The term student support means the range of activities which complement
the mass-produced materials which make up the most well-known clement in
ODL. It is, of course, truc that printed course units, television and radio
programmes, computer programs etc., which replace the lecture as a means
of delivery, and offer so much both in terms of social and geographical
access, and in terms of cost-effectiveness, support students in central ways.
But the elements of ODL which are commonly referred to as student support
are made up of: tutoring, whether face-to-face, by correspondence, telephone
or electronically; counselling; the organisation of study centres; interactive
teaching through TV and radio, and other activities. These activitics have as
key conceptual components the notion of supporting the individual learning
of the student whether alone or in groups, while in contrast the mass-
produced clements are identical for all learners. It will be argued that both
elements are essential — and integral.

The rationale for student support in ODL has been weakly conceived over
the tast twenty years, and, not surprisingly, in many ODL systems, weakly
realised, and subject to wild fluctuations in terms of financial support (Paul,
1988; Brindley and Fage, 1992). This author is surely not alone in having
visiled study centres where students never seem to be present, or observing
tutorials where lectures are given that repeat or replace the content of course
materials. On the other hand, there has been an enormous growth in interest,
and indeed institutional commitment even in times of financial constraint, to
student support in ODL, and many examples in different countries of

excellent practice, although in some cases this is born out of educational
instinct rather than theoretical understanding . The objective of this chapter is
1o consolidate the basis on which this area is established, moving from
concrete o conceptual considerations. The structure of the chapter is one
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which has been developed as a model for planning student support in
distance education, and can be represented as in Figure 22.1:

Who arc your students?

i ds?
How will you evaluatc? What are their needs

,4 _ ¢
How much will services cost? How will you meet their needs?
0 ?

How will the services be managed?

Figure 22.1 A modcl for planning and managing student services

WHO ARE YOUR STUDENTS?

Who are your students? This central question lies at the heart of .z._o issue,
and yet is often ignored. The question, &o:m: mson. m.:a to the _uo_.i. is onm
of considerable depth and complexity. It is not an original ocwn?u:o.: (0 say
{hat education has represented a provider-led rather than a client- or
consumer-led activity. ODL systems that start with ».:o .@aca:o:o: of course
materials in whatever medium can also ignore in important ways the
consideration as to who their students are. There arc very m_mn_rcw:ﬂ
examples of alternatives, such as the learner-centred curriculum at .m_wé_.ao
State College, State University of New York Aﬂnm:mmq._ _mwov, but this by :M
unusualness reinforces the point. There are alse very EmEmomE,?ooommmm 0
social change which affect this. Market forces and consumerism arc now
near-dominant factors governing the educational system in many socictics in
ways that are very ambiguous at this stage of development (Field, _omﬁv. ﬁ

The question as to who your students are can be unpacked according to a
number of dimensions:

* age
« gender

« geography

» social class

« cuitural and belief systems

* income

+ ethnic and racial identity

+ cducational background

« cmployment and unemployment
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= language

« housing

« access to communications and techrology
« physical disability.

This range of factors, which far [rom being exhaustive, represents a crude set
of parwmeters which will need refining and expansion jn particular contexts,
contains the elements that begin to make it possible to know who your
students really are. When articulated together they create the infinite number
of individual lives represented in our student bodies. Of course, many
cducational instilutions collect statistics on some of the elements identified
above. However. what is more challenging is e use the information in
practical ways in (he planning and organisation of student support innmw
(this is equally true of the construction of the curriculum, of course). It is
asserted here (hat in constructing student support services the key task is to
acknowledge the identity of (he learner, complementing Lhe mass-produced
(caching materials which by virtue of their naturc, and as a condition of their
cffectiveness, are unable to do so. Feminist analyses within ODL have becn
particularly educative about the principles of acknowledging the identity of
learners (Tait, 1994, pp. 33-4}, This is demanding for an educational
institution. T may resull in challenging social inequities that bring the
institution into conflict with influentiat elements in 4 society, mcluding the
government. It certainly means vigilance and flexibility in gma:_.mm_..,c.:m_
terms rather than continuily and hard structures. Tt means differentiatron
rather than uniformity and consistency. In organisational lerms it represcals
meving from praduct to service. and in informalion lechnology terms it is
paralleled by the move from mainframe (© networking. In quality assurance
terms it represents the centrality of the customer. In 4 whole range of
different settings, similar idcas are at work which turn organisaticnal
thinking upside down. The function of student support services in ODL lies
at the nexus of change,

Eyvans has provided (he most interesting clhnographic accounts of student
lives in QDL and suggests:

The challenge is 10 develop and maintain approaches which enable
students to have their voices heard and for the open and distance
cducators and their institulions 1o be able to listen and understand the
practical implications of what is being said. Learncrs should also
recognise that they are a part of a diverse body of people whose interesls
need 1o be voiced. and whose stories need Lo be told.

(Gvans, 1994, p. 128)
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WHAT DO YOUR STUDENTS NEED AND
HOW WILL YOU PROVIDE IT?

Debale within an institution about wheo its students are, or will be, provides
the platform on which to analyse what they need in terms of student support
services. However, although this may sound obvious, it is surprising how
quickly one can find in onc’s own and other ODL systems, examples of
practicc which represent past rather than current needs, or top-down
provision which has not resuiled from analysis of who and where students
actually are. Examples include study centres in places which students find
inaccessible; home-based study systems for groups which are inadequately
housed and who need library or study space; tutorials taking place where
only 20 per cent of the sludents are able or want (o attend; services priced at
fevels which exclude cerlain groups on a permanent basis. Other examples
will surely be known Lo readers. Working within student support scrvices, il
is essential to have the courage to challenge such practice, but it has to be
acknowledged that it can be dangerous. Oflen, student support services are
scen as the poor and marginal relation of the course preduction side, and to
offer up criticism is o take a risk. To challenge current practice can scetn
offensive within a professional [rumework to other collcagues, especially if
student wishes are taken as very significant elements in the design of
provision, which of course they should be.
The range of services are provided through activities such as:

» advice/counselling

+ tutoring individually and in groups

+ the learning of study skills, including examination skills
+ peer group support

» feedback concerning asscssment and progress

« language support

+ carcers guidance

+ administrative problem-solving.

(Sec Rumble, 1992, pp. 62-74 for further elaboration of these activities.)
Media such as correspondence, face-to-face, telephone, electronic
communications cte. provide a range of means which differ widely in their
effectivencss for individuals and groups in ways that are as yet inadequately
underslood, and need constant monitoring il provision is ool to replace
service. Crucial elements in the design of services also include the extent to
which they can be provided on a local basis, and in groups, There has been
published a considerable range of accounts ol tutoring, but lcss in the field of
counselling {the journals Teaching at a istance and Open Learning have
carricd the richest seam of articles). Major issues in the design of counsciling
systems in the UK Open University have included the (ension belween a
number ol desirable characteristics. These include the desire to have the
counsellor as local as possibic to the student, but also to have specific
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knowledge of the programme of study; and to have a tink with the tutorial
role but also to have continuity of concern for the student on a longer than
course-by-course basis. The tensions can be represented as in Figure 22.2:

As local as possible

Continuity of concern

Linked to the
throughout the student career

Course Tutor’s role

Specific knowledge of the Programme of study

Figure 22.2  Desirable characteristics in tension in the
caunselling system of the UK ou

Social, cultural, economic and technological issues E.oimw aran ge of ?o..o_.m
in planning student support which ensure that each Sm‘:E:oz.rmm a unique
task, and no general schemes can be drawn up on an 58:&:0:.& or even
national basis. Some of the issues can be considered schematically as shown

in Figure 22.3:

Population thinly distributed

Low level of technological

High level of technological
infrastructure

infrastructure

Population densely accommodated

Figure 22.3 A framework of factors which affect the organisation
of student support services

Thus both Norway and Sudan have low populations ,955 &m:.&.ﬁoP but
very different technological infrastructures which will demand differently
organised student support. Equally, both London, UK, and mcéﬁoN South
Africa, have high populations densely accommodated, v.: again 95.:2:
access to technological infrastructure will demand a._?onﬁ: solutions.
Economic and social factors provide further related diversity.
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Study centres

Study centres form an established part of the great majority of modern ODL
systems, providing the physical space for a range of activitics to take place
on a face-to-face basis, including variously in different systems:

 enquiry services

o pre-study advice

« application

+ tutoring

» counselling

* interactive radio and TV

» telephone teaching

« audio-visual playback facilities

¢ library

« {utor training

« independent study spaces

+ laboratories

+ cxamination facilities

+ student peer meetings

» publicity and marketing

« storage and collection point for study materials
+ decentralised office accommodation.

There are also examples of “electronic classrooms’, or ‘virtual study centres’,
which form part of the broad picture. There is not a clear terminological
distinction between study centres and regional offices in different systems
around the world, and it depends partly on usage, the range of the above
activities which take place, and the centre—periphery organisational model
that obtains, which term is employed. Sewart has examined the integrated
role of study centres, rejecting the notion that they represent the ‘dustbin’ of
distance education, i.e. where everything is put which cannot be fitied in in
any other way (Sewart, 1983, p. 57).

COSTS AND MANAGEMENT OF
STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES

There are relatively few sources of reference for the issues of costs and more
generally management of student support services in ODL, although Wagner
(1983), Snowden and Danicl (1983), Rumble (1992, 1993), Paul (19904, b)
and Sewart (1983, 1993) all address the issues. Rumble (1993, p. 103)
comments that, ‘The cost of tuition and counselling is either a direct
(variable) student cost or a semi-variable cost related to the numbers of
students taken on by tutors and counsellors. Clearly the provision of such
services represents a reversion to the labour-intensive methods found in
traditional education.” It is also the casc that in ODL the creation of course
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materials in many of the systems is more expensive than .:_m costs of the
creation of a course in traditional systems. However, by their nature mEM.Qﬂ
support services, which so closcly relate to student E_.Bcn.nw E_d,m_ri:_ﬁom_
represent the individualising rather than .:5 mass anco:m: si —o_.w: _uo ) "
operation, work in reverse to the cost ratio of course materials which becon
cheaper per student the more students who are admitted. . )

Where, as is frequently the case, tutorial staff are hired on a part-time
basis, the ratios in terms of costs can be seen as follows:

Full-time staff

Part-time tutorial and
counselling staff

Students

Figure 22.4 The pyramid structure of staffing and student ratios

Clearly, the varying of the ratios — how much zm.mﬂ the base is than Ew
other méo levels — will be a significant element in the cost structures o
support services in many ODL systems. o
ﬁ:wm:.“w%% of management, Paul (1990a) Eo::mom wéo principal HEQMM
specific lo the management of student support services 1n OUT :umsop.v\ W_M
management of structures which are am<c_<.9_ from ::.u _:m:Emo:ﬁ
headquarters, and which involve centre-periphery relations, _ms e
management of part-time off-campus tutors and counsellors. .Eo also Wo :
the crucial importance of information Hoors.c_o@\ and communications AQNE ,
1990b). None of these is specific organisationally to Oﬁh systems, :.ow _.Omm
ODL. appear to have been more mcooomm?;. than other kinds of oﬂmmz__,vm 55_”
in managing these issues. A major conclusion E.s.: emerges from TE s Mom
is the importance of staff development and training, in order to a::hu:_m aﬁ N
gap between perceptions of the range of .555;5.5. whether wmm,w w.
headquarters, a rcgional location or part-time working at ro:.@ ewar
examines student support services from management perspectives, w:a. notes
that in the last part of this century the most relevant management ;ﬁo:mm are
those which arc systems-based, using the analogy of the brain or ﬂo
organism, rather than the machine (Sewart, 1993, p. wv.,mmém: u_mo~:c~Wm,”=m
importance of service industry rather than production ﬁ%qom.n._o,f "
complex interrelationship between student volumes, course production costs,
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and student support costs’ (Sewart, 1993, p. i0); and ‘the management of
student support needs to take account of the needs of students as expressed
by themselves or by the intermediaries’ (Sewart, 1993, p. 11).

In conclusion it is clear that costing and management of student services
has to engage with at least the following key issues:

* distribution and remoteness of stafT and services

¢ the contribution to the reduction of student attrition

* the relationship of costs with volume of students and intermediaries (i.e.
tutors, counsellors, and others)

* quality issues where service rather than production is the key activity.

EVALUATION AND QUALITY ASSURANCE

Evaluation and quality assurance have come together as terms in the Jast six
or seven years in the UK. The first edition of the major work on evaluation in
ODL by Thorpe in 1988 mentioned the term quality control only, pointing
out the areas of concern that such a term omitted (Thorpe, 1988, p. 199). The
term quality assurance allows concerns to be addressed not only about
whether standards have been reached, but also about continuous
improvement and the centrality of the student cxperience (the ‘customer-
centred approach’). Thorpe’s work is also notable in that it deals
substantially with evaluation in ODL in the field of student support services,
in particular providing case-studies of evaluation of tuition and counselling.
Major conclusions reached by Thorpe include the need for ‘tutor self-
evaluation as well as system evaluation’, in order to improve tutor
responsiveness to the learner (Thorpe, 1988, p. 86), and the need for
documenting the counselling process, in order to diminish the perception
which may be influential jn the institution “to see the counselling interaction
as a minority concern for “problem learners” or a peripheral issue’ (Thorpe,
1988, p. 118).

Major difficultics in establishing quality assurance work in student
support services in ODL include the fact that many tutorial and counselling
stafl work on a part-time basis for the institution, and their time therefore is
very limited; they work remotely in a range of dispersed locations away from
more than occasional visits; there are so many variables in the factors that
lead to student success or failure that the demonstrability of value of student
support services has hitherto eluded rescarchers. On the other hand,
monitoring sysiems for quality in correspondence tcaching are well
established (Tait, 1993). The arrival and establishment of the quality
assurance movement in education should ensure that quality assurance will

gain ground in ODL, as is already in evidence internationally (Deshpande
and Mugridge, 1994).
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CONCLUSION

This chapter should conclude by returning to the task which it set itself,
namely addressing the principles of student support in ODL. Student support
systems, it has been argued, must address the question as for whom they are
designed, and what 1s therefore needed by the learners. In turn this should
lead to determination as to how those needs can be met, within the
constraints of costs, technologies and geography. The management and
cvaluation of student support, largely influenced by notions ol quality
assurance, mean that student support has to be examined, documented and
reflected upon. Finally, the necessary pragmatism, flexibility and openness to
change does not remove the necessity to work within and contribute to
conceptualisation and theorising. Research and development for student
support in ODL are therefore mutually reinforcing and interactive activitics.
Serving the client has become the dominant theme in many spheres as
opposed to the carlier product-driven approaches; ODL is no different. Those
who work in student support in ODL now find themselves at the centre of
things and not at the periphery.

I would like to acknowledge that many of the ideas in this chapter have been
developed through discussion and joint work with my long-standing
colleague, Roger Mills.
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