
6 : TUTORING AND COUNSELLING 

No matter how good our teaching materials , and how 
efficient our distribution system, dis tant s tudents 
have . to work by themselves without the support tha t 
comes from tu to rs , or from other s tudents , in a 
conventional c lass . We need to consider how we can 
give them the individual encouragement, he lp , tuit ion 
and guidance which they need, and so overcome the 
barr iers of distance and the remote s tudent ' s feeling 
of isolat ion. In the previous chapter we suggested 
t ha t some of those feel ings, and some of our s tudents ' 
uncer ta int ies , could be overcome if s tudents met 
toge ther , even without a tu to r . But there remain 
functions which properly belong to a tu tor . Before 
considering which kinds of tutoring need to be done 
f ace - to - f ace , and which can be done a t a distance, i t 
is useful to distinguish between the different groups 
of people who may do tutoring and counselling in 
distance education. They may inc lude: 

l oca l or field tu to r s where these are 
employed; 
col lege of education staff, who will do some 
tutoring a t res ident ia l sessions, but may 
also tour to visit s tudents ; 
head t eachers , if i t is possible to involve 
them as supervisors of t rainee teachers in 
their own schools; 
correspondence tu to r s ; 
radio tu to rs , if radio programmes are used to 
give general advice to s tudents ; 
a s tudent adviser, where one is employed on 
the staff of a distance teaching inst i tut ion. 
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Local tu tors 

Local or field tu tors play a valuable role where i t is 
possible to employ them. Field representa t ives were 
employed by the UNRWA/Unesco Ins t i tu te for Palestinian 
refugee t ra inee teachers . They had a team of some 26 
tu to rs , cal led field representa t ives , each of whom was 
responsible for between 70 and 80 teachers . The field 
representa t ives toured the refugee camps and met 
students in seminars to discuss topics which the 
Ins t i tu te fe l t l en t themselves to face- to- face 
discussion. The field representa t ives were provided 
with fi lmstrips, f l ip -char t s and other audio-visual 
aids. As well as running the seminars, field 
representa t ives also visited t ra inees in school in 
order to observe the lessons they were giving and 
played a par t in the res ident ia l sessions which 
students attended from time to t ime. 

In Tanzania adult education co-ordinators , most of whom 
were originally trained as primary school teachers , 
served as loca l tu tors for the teacher upgrading 
scheme. They had a two-month trining course in this new 
job, which they took on in addition to their existing 
work. They supervised the work of the t ra inees on the 
two days a week they spent in study centres , and marked 
their correspondence lessons, sending a copy of the 
marks back to the headquarters in Dar es Salaam. 

Unfortunately, as we saw, there has been l i t t l e 
evaluation of dis tance-teaching programmes for teachers 
and we do not have enough information to say how 
successful e i ther of these approaches has been. 

In some cases i t is not possible to have field tu tors . 
Students may be so widely separated tha t i t is not 
pract icable to employ loca l staff. Or pol i t ica l 
considerations may make this difficult or impossible. 
The National Teachers ' Ins t i tu te in Nigeria, for 
example, is a federal inst i tut ion, but face- to - face 
training of teachers is a responsibili ty of the 
individual s t a tes which make up the Nigerian 
federation. Any nationwide system of local tu tors , 
therefore , involves negotiations with a l l the s t a te 
governments. 
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Other staff 

All college of education staff have, of course, a role 
in advising and tutoring s tudents . This is par t of 
thei r regular work when t ra inees are attending a 
res ident ia l course. In some cases i t extends beyond 
tha t : as we saw, the col lege staff in Swaziland paid 
regular visits to t ra inees throughout the country and 
tha t kind of visit helped to r e l a t e what was done in 
the classroom to what was done a t the co l lege . 

Similarly head teachers can try to establish tha t link. 
Head teachers have long had a role in supervising 
t ra inees where pupi l - t eacher schemes are in exis tence. 
Their role for t ra inees who are being taught at a 
distance is essent ia l ly the same. If the training at a 
distance is to be effect ive , and t ra inees are to apply 
what they have learned in the classroom, then the 
support of head t eachers is v i t a l . 

No matter how much help is provided by loca l tu tors , 
col lege of education staff or head teachers , a v i ta l 
ro le remains for the correspondence tu tor . In much 
distance education the correspondence tex t is the hear t 
of the teaching system. I t is by working through the 
t ex t , and doing assignments, t ha t the student learns . 
In the Palestinian refugee camps, the role of 
correspondence tu tor was or iginal ly given to the field 
representa t ives but this did not work wel l , pa r t ly 
because of the other burdens on them. At the 
Correspondence Course Unit in Nairobi a team of p a r t -
time correspondence tu to rs were recrui ted , whose work 
was supervised by subject specia l i s t s on the staff of 
the Unit. Many other ins t i tu t ions have adopted this 
same compromise of having some par t - t ime correspondence 
tu tors but having control through the use of the i r own 
ful l - t ime staff. I t is important tha t the regular 
academic staff of a col lege which is using distance 
teaching should do some correspondence marking in order 
tha t they can learn more about the i r s tudents and about 
s tudent react ions to the courses. 

The essence of a correspondence tu to r ' s work is t ha t i t 
is individual. But, as a course proceeds, some 
problems will arise which are common to a variety of 
s tudents . Here, useful t u to r i a l help can be given by a 
radio tu to r . If there is a regular par t of a radio 
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programme dealing with s tudent problems, then a tu tor 
who always gives advice to students a t tha t point can 
gradual ly build up a valuable rapport with them. 

There remain some problems which are individual but are 
not necessarily about a par t icu la r subject. There are 
problems about how to go about studying, when to take 
examinations, about not receiving books on time and the 
l ike . Students may need advice before they s t a r t 
working. A dis tance-teaching inst i tut ion needs to have 
somebody who has the job of answering student 
enquiries. If the inst i tut ion is large enough, i t will 
be necessary to employ a s tudent counsellor or adviser, 
or even a team of advisers. If i t is on a smal ler 
sca le , then this job will f a l l to one of the academic 
staff. There are two sides to the student adviser 's 
job. The first is to answer, as helpfully as possible, 
the enquiries which come from a student and to work out 
which of those should be answered by a subject 
specia l is t and which are more genera l . The second, and 
often more demanding and more contentious, is to 
represent the s tudents ' in te res t s to the res t of the 
inst i tut ion. The student adviser is the person who is 
most closely in touch with s tudent diff icult ies and 
problems and so the person who has the best view of 
what is going wrong inside the inst i tut ion. If there 
are delays in production, for example, the student 
adviser is the person who will see how tha t is stopping 
students from working. A good student adviser 
therefore combines the abil i ty to help students 
sympathet ical ly with the t a c t and toughness to improve 
the workings of the inst i tut ion in the in teres ts of 
those s tudents . 

Organising tu to r i a l services 

I t is c lear tha t the job of teaching and advising 
students is shared among a larger group of people in a 
dis tance-teaching inst i tut ion than in a conventional 
co l lege . As a resu l t i t is necessary for somebody to 
have the responsibilty of seeing tha t the various 
teaching and counselling functions do fit together - to 
see tha t what is done in supervising t ra inees teaching 
pract ice fi ts with what is done in face- to- face 
sessions and with the comments and advice tha t are 
given on s tudents ' printed work. This co-ordinating 
responsibili ty may res t with the student adviser, but 
more often will res t with a senior member of staff on 
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the educat ional side of the ins t i tu t ion . 

In organising t u to r i a l help to s tudents we can 
distinguish various functions for tu to r s . These 
functions are different from those of teaching in a 
conventional c lass as the ro le of conveying information 
has general ly been taken over, from the live teacher , 
by print and radio. But what remains is of the 
grea tes t importance and analysing the different tasks 
t h a t remain helps us decide who should undertake each 
of the tutoring or counselling ac t iv i t i es . 

The f i rs t is simply to help s tudents . As we have 
repeatedly said, s tudents a t a distance lack the 
regular help tha t most s tudents get from the teacher . 
They lack the support from their peers and they lack an 
easy point of comparison with the i r peers . All kinds 
of problems - concerned with pa r t i cu la r subjects, with 
the process of learning more genera l ly , or with broader 
family or social issues - are l ike ly to hinder the i r 
work. The f irst function of a t u to r or adviser is to 
be helpful and sympathet ic . 

The next is c losely r e l a t e d : i t is to encourage the 
learner . And this imposes cer ta in disciplines on our 
tu tors and especial ly on correspondence tu tors . If you 
were seeing a s tudent you could scribble "so what?" or 
"I don ' t follow" or "see me" in the margin of an essay 
and s t i l l encourage the s tudent when you next see him. 
If you receive t h a t sort of comment when you are 300km 
away from your tu tor i t can depress you to the extent 
t h a t you give up studying a l toge the r . 

But, of course, a tu to r does have the function of 
checking tha t s tudents have understood the work se t for 
them and looking a t the qual i ty of the i r work. 

The next function is to s t imulate discussion and 
dialogue; this is pa r t i cu la r ly diff icult to do a t a 
d is tance . This diff iculty suggests t ha t open-ended 
discussion has an even more important ro le in meetings 
of s tudents , or in res ident ia l courses, than i t does in 
conventional study. But, as we saw, i t is possible to 
design lesson mater ials , and to add comments on 
assignments, which provoke discussion and argument. 
The tu to r ' s aim here is to encourage the s tudent to 
explore ideas for himself and help to move towards 
independent thinking and learning in which he is 
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progressively less r e l i an t on his teachers or printed 
tex ts or broadcasts . 

The tu to r ' s next job is marking. whether or not 
s tudents ' marks are to be included as par t of their 
final assessment we can assume tha t most students are 
very anxious to know what mark has been awarded them. 
This is perhaps par t icu la r ly so if they are remote from 
other s tudents : without another s tudent to compare 
the i r work with, they are forced to re ly enormously on 
a mark. So marks are important to s tudents and they 
may be important to the inst i tut ion. Where marks are 
included for assessment, then i t is necessary to have 
some kind of procedure to standardise the marking done 
by different tu to r s . But, for a l l t ha t , what is most 
important on a student1 work is the comments ra ther 
than the mark. 

In the l ight of these different tu to r ia l functions, and 
of the fac i l i t ies which are avai lable to a d i s tance-
teaching inst i tut ion, i t should be possible to decide 
how the functions should be shared between different 
people, and in par t icu la r between those employed a t or 
near the headquarters as correspondence tutors and the 
others . Three principles can guide us in making those 
decisions. 

First , i t has been the experience of a number of 
projects tha t s tudents find i t helpful to s t a r t their 
course with a res ident ia l session. This was the 
pat tern in the teacher training project in Swaziland. 
At an introductory session they can be introduced to 
the kind of printed materials from which they will 
work, to the techniques of studying at a distance, and 
to the people who will be in touch with them as they 
work through thei r materials . Similarly the ZINTEC 
programme in Zimbabwe begins with a 16-week res ident ia l 
course. This kind of ini t iat ion can overcome many of 
s tudents ' hesi tat ions about working on their own and at 
a dis tance. 

Second, problems will s t i l l arise and i t is important 
tha t s tudents should be quite c lea r where and how they 
can get help. At every stage in their work they need 
to know just how to get whatever kind of help they 
need. This affects not only the kind of tutoring 
system we provide, but also the kind of printed or 
broadcast instructions which the s tudents are sent . 
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Third, even when a l l the other elements are well 
organised and developed, the role of the correspondence 
tutor is perhaps the most important . 

The correspondence tu tor 

The best correspondence tu tors are people with a 
mastery and enjoyment of the i r own subject, who can 
correspond warmly and sympathet ical ly with s tudents , 
l ive near the inst i tut ion which is receiving work from 
and sending i t to s tudents , and always work promptly. 
Cynical administrators will put the l i s t in the reverse 
order. 

In order to do tha t job tu tors need to go beyond the 
minimum marking of r ight and wrong and to provide much 
more guidance, help and s t imulat ion. Indeed, a good 
correspondence tu tor has a s l ight ly different function 
from tha t of marking, which is to build up a 
re la t ionship , with the s tudent . If the s tudent feels 
t h a t his tu tor is a r ea l person, and gets to know him 
through correspondence even if he never meets him, then 
each will get much more out of the re la t ionship. In 
order to encourage t h a t kind of re la t ionship some 
col leges send s tudents a short , one-page, biography of 
their tu tor and encourage s tudents to write back to the 
tu to r about themselves. I t is easier to develop t ha t 
sort of re la t ionship if s tudents are a l located 
permanently to one or more tu tors so tha t , for any one 
subject , the same tu to r always deals with the same 
s tudent . 

The tu to r needs help and support from the d i s t ance -
teaching inst i tut ion in order to undertake these 
dut ies . The first thing which he needs is a c lea r 
s ta tement from a dis tance- teaching organisation about 
how i t works and what he is expected to do. He needs 
information about the administrative procedures of the 
col lege so tha t his own work is made as simple as 
possible and he can concentra te on advising his 
s tudents , r a the r than coping with the co l l ege ' s 
bureaucracy. Figure 8 shows the l i s t of documents 
which are provided by Murdoch University in Western 
Australia so tha t i t s processes and i t s printed forms 
are c l ea r to the tu to r . 

The tu tor will also need to keep some kind of record 
about s tudents and the i r work. Each tu tor may want to 
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Figure 8: Information for external tutors 

at Murdoch University 
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Figure 9: National Extension College student's 
course card 
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work out his own way of doing this . In some cases, 
however, i t is useful for a card with a summary of the 
tu to r ' s comments to accompany each piece of work and 
pass backwards and forwards between the tu to r and 
s tudent . In tha t way both can see how the s tudent ' s 
work is progressing from assignment to assignment. 
Figure 9 shows an example of such a card. Many good 
tu tors send ful ler comments than can conveniently go on 
a card. 

The tu to r will also need guidance on marking s tudents ' 
work and on commenting on i t . Each inst i tut ion may 
have a system of marks or grades, which may be 
alphabet ic or numeric, and tu tors will general ly be 
asked to use a standard format for these . As we have 
seen, commenting on a s tudent ' s t e x t is more important. 
Advice to tu tors on the kind of comments needed by 
students have been summarised by Murdoch University, 
following work by the British Open University, in the 
following way: 

" (i) Comments which indicate t ha t the 
assignment as a whole has been received and 
considered, for example an acknowledgement 
t ha t you can see what the s tudent was trying 
to achieve; 
(ii ) Correction of errors of tex t or 
misunderstanding, explaining why something is 
incorrect or including a precise reference; 

(iii)Comments on essay and study techniques -
cases, for example, where the work shows an 
obvious lack of perspect ive , or where an 
otherwise reasonable essay is marred by 
atrocious grammar or spel l ing . However in 
this l a t t e r case i t is important for tu tors 
to emphasize the reasons why grammar and 
spelling are important; 

(iv) Comments on the relevance of the content 
or approach. Some courses involve a 
discussion tape which offers an opportunity 
to explain the cr i ter ia of re levance , and 
explore the benefits of cer tain approaches. 
The isolation of ex te rna l s tudents , which 
prevents them from trying their ideas out on 
their peers, makes comments from the tu tor in 
this area a l l the more valuable; 
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(v) Encouragement: As the Open University 
t u t o r ' s b o o k l e t s ays , 'Even when an 
assignment is poor, you can usually find some 
positive virtue to pra ise . A written 
invitat ion to the s tudent to discuss points 
of difficulty in writing or on the telephone 
will further assist him to "balance out" his 
comments, and renew his commitment'. 
Although an apt and vi t r io l ic comment may 
help ease the frustrat ions of a tu tor who has 
jus t waded through ten pages of i l l -
considered prose, these are often wounding to 
a dis tant and perhaps anxious s tudent . 

(vi) An explanation of the assessment. On 
receiving his assignment back from his tu tor , 
a s tudent will open i t and look a t the grade 
(if any) - then, possibly, a t the explantion 
on the Assignment Attachment. Thus, this 
teaching summary should give an overa l l view, 
commenting not only on the reasons for any 
specific grade on the assessment but also 
re la t ing this assessment to the s tudent ' s 
progress in the course.* 

The role of a correspondence tu tor is a demanding one. 
We cannot assume tha t a l l tu tors will find i t easy and 
i t will be necessary for a dis tance- teaching 
inst i tut ion to monitor some of i t s t u to r s ' work in 
order to see if the marking is being done properly. 
Two other things will help the development of good 
tu to r s . The first is the production of a handbook for 
tu tors which will advise them both on the 
administrative procedures they should follow and on 
their teaching techniques. The second is for a 
d is tance- teaching ins t i tu t ion to provide training for 
i t s tu to r s . A brief workshop, in which tu tors can 
learn about the co l l ege ' s courses and administration 
and also r eac t to specimen assignments and be guided on 
the i r marking can be of the g rea tes t va lue . 

* External Studies Unit (1978) Tutoring a t a 
dis tance: workshop materials (Murdoch University) 
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Summary 

1. Tutoring and counselling dis tant students may be 
provided by: 

1.1 loca l or field tu to rs , who visit s tudents , 
run seminars, l iaise with school and college 
staff; 

1.2 col lege of education staff, e i ther a t 
res ident ia l courses or by visiting students 
or both; 

1.3 head teachers , who may supervise the 
classroom work of t ra inee teachers ; 

1.4 correspondence tu tors , who mark and comment 
on assignments; 

1.5 radio tu tors , who provide advice common to 
many students; 

1.6 a s tudent adviser whose main job is to solve 
s tudents ' d iff icul t ies . 

2. One person, or group of people, should co-ordinate 
the various tutoring and counselling ac t iv i t ies . 

3. Tutoring and counselling involves: 

3.1 helping s tudents ; 

3.2 encouraging them; 

3.3 checking thei r work and commenting on i t ; 

3.4 st imulating dialogue; 

3.5 marking. 

4. Students often find i t helpful to s t a r t the i r 
course with a res ident ia l session. 

5. They need to know where and how to get help. 
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Correspondence tu to r s should: 

6.1 be knowledgeable, encouraging and prompt with 
thei r marking; 

6.2 build up a personal re la t ionship with the i r 
s tudents ; 

6.3 always comment as well as mark. 

To h e l p i t s t u t o r s , a d i s t a n c e - t e a c h i n g 
inst i tut ion should: 

7.1 provide i t s tu tors with a l l the information 
they need about the inst i tut ion and how i t 
works; 

7.2 guide, supervise and monitor the i r work; 

7.3 consider giving them a t u to r ' s handbook 
and/or arranging training workshops for them. 
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