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E-Counselling

Background and Context

Late 2004 a Learnscope Project (part of the Australian Flexible Learning Framework) at Box Hill Institute introduced to Student Support Services to possibility of providing part of its services online, in particular text based counselling.  Early in 2005 a successful application was made for one of our counselling staff to become an intern within the institute IT department as part of a program (partly funded by Leanscope) for teaching staff to develop e-learning approaches for their teaching material.  Our staff member was able to join this program with the aim of investigating and developing options for online counselling.  Subsequent Learnscope funding has enabled specialist (online) training in online, text based counselling for the project leader, followed by the counselling staff.  Funding was then provided from E-Learning for Target Learner Groups (OTTE) for assisting students with disabilities on which this document is reporting.

It was initially perceived that online counselling could provide opportunities for:

1. Expanding the mode of delivery of counselling services

2. Reaching additional learner groups, in particular students with disabilities; 

3. Creating a portal for students to access our face-to-face and other services

4. Early intervention and prevention strategies through facilitation of earlier contact.

Rationale

For students with disability it is expected that online counselling will 

· compensate for some of the barriers to obtaining education, 

· help students remain engaged in education, 

· will improve learning outcomes

· improve access to professional services for students with disability, in particular younger students (aged 16 – 25).

Students are increasingly required to be computer literate by their learning institution.  In addition young people (age 16 – 25) commonly go online to seek support and information.  It is therefore a natural extension of any student counselling service to offer online counselling.  Research done by Kids Help Line found that young people in this age group will prefer to stay with online text-based help even when other options such as free telephone counselling are offered.  It is hypothesized that some of these young people make this choice due to a psychiatric disability such as anxiety disorders (for example social phobia) or mood disorders (for example depression) that may cause difficulty for students in engaging with face-to-face counselling.

“Saving face” is an important component of any successful counselling and to the extent that any student may feel too embarrassed or shamed to attend face-to-face counselling, online counselling could be a viable alternative.

Online counselling may also be of assistance for all age groups in other cases of students with other disabilities such as hearing impairment, limited mobility, chronic illness etc.  It is expected that online counselling will provide improved access to professional services for students with disability of a younger age group.  Other potential client groups are international students, students from a non-English speaking background and students residing in remote or geographically isolated locations.  Some of these may also have disabilities.

Methodology
E-counselling refers to providing text based support between a student counsellor and a student over the internet.  A text-based system is preferred to methods of videoconferencing as most computer systems students are likely to use will at least support simple web page content.

Text based online counselling can be done in either asynchronous (such as email) or synchronous forms (such as Internet Relay Chat).  Asynchronous communication was chosen:

1. for its advantages of allowing counsellors time to consider their responses and 

2. because of the technology most readily available within Box Hill Institute StudentWeb management software, the Distributed Learning Support System (DLSS). 
 StudentWeb is the intranet service available to all students and accessible externally via internet.

The software consisted of a messaging system, similar to email and already built into the DLSS, that was specially adapted to include encryption of the text for ensuring privacy and confidentiality.  This system was then linked to specifically developed web pages in the StudentWeb for students to investigate and gain access to the service.

The process of development of the service included a number of factors

· Initial internship by a member of counselling staff to the IT department to investigate models and possible technology applications for online counselling

· Training of counsellors and the career counsellor in online counselling

· Consultation with stakeholders

· Logistics complications with marketing and risk management

· Development of guidelines of practice

· Choice of design including type face and visibility issues for students with vision impairment

· Editorial review

· Time constraints involving many delays 

· Development of the technology and web pages

· Continual re-appraisal of roll out time due to time frame blowouts

· Review process to ensure quality and continuous improvement.

E-COUNSELLING WEB PAGE STRUCTURE

See Web Pages attached in the appendix

Level One

Entry page

Brief description of service with information regarding emergency and/or inappropriate use of the service

Level Two

Information pages


About e-counselling


Advantages


Disadvantages



Confidentiality


Privacy

Level Three

Entry page


Disclaimer and conditions of use to ensure informed consent

Level Four

Messaging System Software, similar to an email system where students can initially send messages and then return to collect messages and continue responding if desired.

Implementation

The initial development of the service required the following steps:

1. Proposal of the idea

2. Approval by management

3. Design and building of technology and web pages

4. Formation of service development group who met on a regular basis

5. Consultation about counselling processes including operational and ethical issues

6. Submission for formal delivery

7. Training of project leader (via external training course) followed by internal training of other counselling staff

8. Development of technology

9. Design of web pages

10. Trial of service between counselling staff and with other staff posing as students

11. Simulation of service with real students presenting practice scenarios

12. Pilot of service.  This commenced at the beginning of Term 4 with advertising in the form of a flyer across the TAFE, Bulletin advertisements on StudentWeb and StaffWeb; and through email contact with specific student groups.  

13. Review of the service in December 2005 with a view to commencement of the full service, Term 1 2006.  Review details will include planning for marketing and resources, possibly additional staff; and the continued development of technology, services and the review of skills.

14. Commencement of full service pending review.

Outcomes and recommendations for establishing the Service as an integrated component of TAFE Student Support Services

The following information has been collected on usage of the service.  General quantitative and qualitative data are recorded followed by recommendations.

SERVICE USAGE

	Month
	E-counselling Front page hits
	Enter e-counselling page hits
	Number of new students engaged in e-counselling
	Number of messages sent to counsellors by students.

	October 05
	125
	91
	9
	18

	November 05
	154
	122
	3
	24

	Dec 05 (until 19/05)
	55
	55
	3
	7


The number of new clients (15) is considered successful given that the service as a Pilot was not fully launched or advertised.  (as a comparison, Auckland University of Technology commenced online counselling in September 2005 with national media exposure.  After 3 months of operation they have received contact from 22 students.)

INFORMATION WEB PAGE HITS

(See pages attatched to the end of this document).

	Month
	About E-counselling
	Advantages
	Disadvantages
	Confidentiality
	Privacy

	October 05
	18
	25
	22
	16
	9

	November 05
	9
	9
	8
	6
	0

	Dec 05 (until 19/12)
	6
	3
	6
	1
	1


AGE

Age spread of students who used the service

	16 – 20
	21 – 25
	26 – 30
	31 – 35
	36+

	4
	3
	3
	2
	3


GENDER

 F =11  M= 4

This confirms previously established online counselling research done by KidsHelpline.  The results contradict  a hypothesis that more males may engage in online counselling than engage in face to face counselling.

OUTCOMES FOR THOSE WITH MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES

Several online students presented with mental illness issues such as depression, anxiety disorders, suicide ideation and schizophrenia, leading to successful resolution of their needs, and/or referral.  

Existing Clients (students seen previously by Student Support Services or who were seen concurrently face-to-face) with mental health issues: 6 out of 15

New clients (students not seen previously by Student Support Services) presenting with psychological issues: (ie not careers counselling) 9 out of 15

New clients presenting with formal mental health diagnoses: 4 out of 9

OTHER TARGET GROUP OUTCOMES

Remote Clients: 1 student who engaged with the service was off-campus living in a rural environment 700 km away.  

A potential new target group was highlighted as New Urban Remote: these students are new to Melbourne and in locations within Melbourne but remote to TAFE by public transport and to some extent by car.

International: 2 of the clients were enrolled as international students.  4 other clients were migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds.

Apprentices: None of the students were apprentices

Full Time: Most of the students (12) were full time, with 3 part time.

Course results: 11 of the 15 students passed the course material that they were expected to complete by the end of 2005. 

Support needs of students with mental illness and the way in which e-counselling contributes to meeting those needs

The needs of students with mental health issues are varied, depending on the nature and severity of their mental disorder. Generally neuropsychological effects (Crowe, 1998), physiological effects (eg tiredness, sleeping difficulties, medication side effects) and psychological/emotional effects (Andrews and McLean, 1999a) will be contributing to their perceived and actual needs.

E-Counselling supports students with mental illness in a number of ways:

· Support and contact whilst they are at home (in particular during exam periods when isolation can be an issue.)

· Motivation and encouragement to engage in continuing to seek help and to persevere with study

· early identification and early intervention of mental health difficulties 
· providing an online relationship with a caring adult interested in their wellbeing and academic success 

· psycho-education about their condition and its management (eg reinforcing compliance with medication) 

· allowing an expression of stress as a relief valve 

· understanding and affirming that a degree of mental health is usually preferable for effective learning (concentration, planning, problem solving etc), and that they may struggle with their assessments 

· direct addressing of symptoms (Andrews and McLean, 1999b) to minimize impact on wellbeing and learning 

· Counselling in dealing with relationships with teachers and other students
· suggestion and assistance with applying for Special Consideration for their assessments (including extensions and resits) 

· referral to other TAFE services, eg welfare or careers counselling 

· problem solving (and option development) 

· providing a different perspective on their difficulties 

· developing self management skills 

· referral to GP's and other community providers 

· provision of information and support to help relapse prevention 

· referral to adjunct assistance from internet resources (intranet on Mental health or external websites, for example Moodgym: www.moodgym.anu.edu.au )
· Support and contact whilst they are at home (in particular during exam periods when isolation can be an issue.)

Qualitative material that informs outcomes

Responses quoted from different students with mental illness:

1.Uhm, I'm not sure on how to go about doing this...but I'd just like to say that I don't belong and it hurts to the point where I can't stand being around people.

2. Um, i moved from regional Victoria to commence TAFE this year and went through a period of being ill for about 4 or 5 months straight. About 2 months ago i was diagnosed with depression. This year has been really tough with juggling school and things like that. I don't have any enthusiam for things anymore and would just prefer to stay in bed.

From the same student:

Thank you very much for that, but I found out today I can't get special consideration as I have failed that class (and one other) so I need to re-enrol. But on the plus side, as on tomorrow, my two big assessment pieces are done. No more stress and late nights! Thanks, 

3. I dont know what the cause of the depression is but sometimes its just thinking about everything thats going on i jsut go into a downer and cant be bothered on days that i dont attend class i will often just stay in bed the whole day either watching tv or chatting to friends online.

From the same student:

thing is if i got an extention on the assignemnts when would i actully do them would i have to do them next year or would it just be until after end of term. end of term is like next thursday. 

ps. I am actully replaying to this in class right now and everything is just going over my head. its not that i dont know its more that i dont care if that makes sence

4. Its the caring about the course bit I have lost. I just feel so frustrated and tired and irritated. I know its a womens perogative to be moody but moody for no real reason is a bit worrying. 

I feel like half the people in the course hate me, or havent ever bothered to get to know me because they have made decisions about what Im like and cant be stuffed finding out if its true or not. Im also terrible socially. I never have anything to say to anyone. I cant make conversation.. its ridiculous. Not that I care now, I mean there are only 4 weeks to go and after that I never have to see them again. 
5. i am s"hi"ophernia sufferer, at the moment i felt so comfused about my life. i don't really know who to trust or where to turn. i felt people all around me are lying to me, i felt deeply hurt and comfused, i really don't know what to do now, please help 

Recommendations on training required to successfully deliver the service

· E-counselling provided by professional counsellors trained specifically in e-counselling

· Continuing professional development (such as reading of books, articles and online resources, attending of conferences, etc) and supervision.

· Training provided by www.onlinecounselors.co.uk is recommended.

· Other training can be sourced at: http://www.therapyonline.ca/cybercounselling/default.htm and www.aut.ac.nz/student_services/counselling 

· Familiarity with online environments and the changes taking place in use of technology by young people

· membership of ISMHO (International Society for Mental Health Online) encouraged for further training, networking and resources.

· telephone counselling experience has some advantages for those wishing to train for online counselling

· familiarity of face to face counselling also has advantages for enabling establishment of protocols for practice online (for example handling of records, transfer of cases between clients etc).

· Include specific topics such as contracts, open questions, suicide/homicide risk assessment

· Training to ensure continuous monitoring of content, risk management issues

· Training in skills relating to interface between people and technology

Support and quality assurance strategies implemented

· Incorporated into Centre for Student Support Services annual plan and 5 year plan

· Continuous improvement and review process through weekly meetings of project managers and fortnightly meetings of counsellors.

· Regular evaluation of service.

· Peer supervision of online responses amongst counsellors

· Continuous monitoring of content, risk management issues

· Continuous monitoring of service usage and staffing availability

Ethical considerations and responses

Informed Consent and Confidentiality are the two primary ethical issues considered in the development of this service.  In developing the service we have followed the Australian Psychological Society  Guidelines for Providing Psychological Services and Products on the Internet.

In addition we have referred to the following:

· ISMHO Suggested Principles for the Online Provision of Mental health Services www.ismho.org/suggestions.html

· British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy: Guidelines for online counselling and psychotherapy, 2nd edition (including guidelines for online supervision).

· Adaption of Box Hill Institute privacy statement for an online counselling context

· Safety issues for students in crisis were considered with options provided for these students at the top of the front web page of the service

· Exclusion of clients with inappropriate mental health issues to reduce risk

· Awareness of mandatory reporting guidelines (and the varying consequences of reporting) across state (and where necessary, national) boundaries.

· Training of all counsellors in the above including skill development in suicide/homicide risk assessment.

Guidelines for best practice

We have developed written guidelines during the course of project (Box Hill Institute E-Counselling Guidelines) which are specific to our particular technology and circumstances – not all of these guidelines will translate into best practice in all contexts; but they may  work as guidelines for other services.  They are particularly relevant for asynchronous text counselling within a short term counselling model delivered by psychologists.  For our service they exist as an adjunct to the ethical and practice guidelines already developed and published elsewhere.

Establishment of information system capacity

Information security capacity: 

· Transmission of messages – Messages are sent (both to and from students) with secure socket encryption.  This is a high level standard of encryption commonly used for internet financial transactions ( for example in the banking industry – distinguishable with the address beginning “https” and including a small padlock icon on the page).

· Storage of messages.  Messages are also stored in a coded form.  This is to prevent access to anyone unwittingly accessing counselling material.  The encryption used for stored messages is a high level Cold Fusion server encryption.  

· Character capacity: At present students or counsellors are able to send up to 7000 characters per message.  (The character capacity can be affected by the type of storage encryption used and therefore it is important to be mindful of this during server upgrades or changes).

· System Back-ups:  Back-ups are done by Box Hill Institute daily.

Logistics and other matters related to the integration of the services with other support strategies and on resources used or developed.

The Centre for Student Support Services includes online counselling in its planning as one of its key strategies for early intervention and prevention to encourage improved retention and course completion for students with disabilities.  

Timing of the roll out of any project requires careful planning and management

The following stake-holders were consulted:  Counsellors, students via focus groups and class visits, Student services staff, Online services for project planning and programming, Educational Resource development staff for design of web pages and advertising, Web content management for editing and review, four teaching centres (including IT, a trade area, Health and Community Services and Off Campus services), legal staff, Risk management staff, higher management including the CEO for approval.

Risk management issues needed to be carefully considered.  It is important in marketing such a service that in targeting a group of students, or even the whole student population, is done with great care.  It is easy for a teaching centre to send out emails to all students to advertise such a service.  However it was perceived in advance that students may find unsolicited offers of online counselling unacceptable.  This has lead to policy and procedure development around ensuring that online marketing occurs in the context where the service is offered as an addition to other material (for example in the regular off-campus newsletter) that is clearly offered to all students rather than individuals.

Marketing was limited and adapted through individual teaching centres and the disability liaison office.  This was to target specific groups of students to whom e-counselling was deemed most applicable (youth, students with mental illness, off campus/remote locations and international students).  

In order that we were not flooded with initial inquiries we developed time management strategies including logging of direct service contact and incorporating e-counselling into counsellors weekly schedules.  The service also had to be adapted to work within the context of counselling time restrictions.

A set of training materials is in development for counsellors.  This includes articles (both hard and online copies) web links and specific books that have been acquired about online counselling.  One of the counsellors participated in the course run by onlinecounsellors.co.uk and passed this learning on to other counsellors. This was a six week course covering all aspects of online counselling including ethical consideration, developing awareness of online environments, and the learning about and practice of asynchronous and synchronous methods of counselling.   It is planned that materials collected could form the basis of an online course for counsellors.  

All counsellors attended a day at the 2005 Australian Psychological Society conference with a stream specifically about internet applications and research into the use of SMS.  

It is proposed that future developments include:

· the addition of synchronous counselling (with the development or acquisition of secure Internet Relay Chat software) 

· exploration of ways in which support and engagement can be facilitated via SMS

· increase of linkages to resources on StudentWeb  and the wider internet to encourage the use of online self help materials on topics such as mental illness and study skills. 

Recommendations

It is recommended that:

· The service be fully launched and promoted to all Box Hill Institute students at the commencement of first term 2006.

· The service be integrated as part of  the Centre for Student Support Services counselling and career counselling service components:

· As an adjunct to face-to-face counselling

· As a stand-alone counselling service

· As a portal for students to move from online counselling to possible telephone or face-to-face contact where appropriate.

· Online support can now become a skill and practice available to other Student Support Staff within the institute such as youth workers, disability liaison officers and the welfare officer.  

· Closer linkages of the online counselling services with the Disability Services within Student Support (for example via specifically targeted marketing) could facilitate the online counselling to contribute to improved educational outcomes for students with disability.  Easier referral for these students between services offered by Student Support (for example welfare, learning support) as well as online and external services, could also be facilitated.

· During launch of the service or periods of advertising/promotion that staffing time is allocated to be available for potential increased demand

· Counselling staff make the transition (with appropriate training) to synchronous forms of counselling for the advantages of real time assistance and to keep abreast of online trends.

· The time taken and resource costs for online counselling be monitored and reviewed.

· Options be explored for online methods to provide consultation with students with disability according to the Disability standards in Education

Online counselling has generic applicability across the TAFE sector.

It engages new groups of students with disabilities and other barriers or disadvantages.  These groups include:

· Students with Mental Health issues

· Students with other disabilities such as hearing impairment

· Youth aged 16 – 25 with a preference for seeking online support

· Off campus students

· Remote students

· Students with transport difficulties (given increasing fuel prices) and/or financial disadvantage

· Students with time constraints (such as apprentices, after hours students, students studying short courses).  Online counselling also facilitates more frequent access (and therefore more and better contact, structure and support).

· International and recent migrant students for whom being seen attending counselling may be culturally sensitive, or who may have better written than spoken English

· Any student who may be avoiding shame in being seen attending a counselling office.  “Saving face” is an important concept in any counselling and online counselling provides a perceived safety net.

· Any student where online disinhibition may facilitate openness or disclosure that might not occur in a face-to-face context.  Online counselling can also provide specific focus on a particular issue in the absence of other distractions.  It can also obviate social norms and potential value difference to create a greater sense of equality and inclusiveness for the student in their relationship with the counsellor.

REFERENCES

Andrews, J. and McLean (1999a) Mental health issues on campus: A resource kit for staff. Kensington Park, S.A.: NCVER
Andrews, J. and McLean (1999b) Mental health issues on campus: A resource kit for students. Kensington Park, S.A.: NCVER
Crowe, S. (1998) Neuropsychological effects of the psychiatric disorders, Melbourne: Harwood.
