Consulting Students Virtually

by AIlison Hawley, REAC Eurasia

The majority of you perform some type of virtual consulting. Some EACs have email addresses
for general inquires, some websites allow people to write questions in a general forum or char
room, and about a dozen advisers participate in the Virtual Consulting Office (VCO), our region's
Russian-language website for students in all 12 countries. Virtual consulting is sometimes more
challenging than working with walk-in visitors with whom you can establish an instant, personal
connection and who are usually from your city or region. But it can be just as rewarding.

There are several keys to successful virtual consulting. First, you need to respond to requests for
information fully and as soon as possible. Internet users are familiar with searches (that's
probably how they found your site) and will look around for answers and information. Before
you send your answer, reread it to make sure that it doesn't create more questions than it answers-
Will someone who hasn't been to a general lecture on the system of education in the US be able
to understand the terms you use?

Based on Viktar Khotsim's (Minsk EAC) research and my website browsing, it seems that a vast
number of sites and chat rooms with Russian-language information on education in the US
contain wrong data and misinformed students. It is our job, as EducationUSA representatives, to
get the correct information out there on the web.

Second, you should try to create a relationship with your online advisee. If the potential student
lives near an EAC, even if it isn't yours, you should recommend that he or she visit and take a
look at the reference collection. If that's not possible, remember some of the basic steps to
successful individual consultation programs: get the person's full contact information and follow
up, even if the student doesn't respond to your initial message, offer to add the student to your
mailing list of scholarship and grant opportunities or event announcements, send a list of helpful
sites for the student to check out, offer to help the student create a timeline for the application and
testing process, and try to put the student in contact with local alumni who have studied in the US
or are currently there. Following students through the entire application process is important for
virtual and in-person consulting because it allows you to see the results of your hard work and
report successes to your REAC and PAS.

In some ways, virtual consulting is easier than meeting with students face-to-face. Instead of
saying, "I'm sorry, I don't know the full answer to your question. Why don't you return to the
center or call me in 2 days after I've had a chance to research the topic?" you can quickly find the
necessary information and post it. Instead of typing long answers, you can also send students
links in your local language or English. Remember to "virtually" empower students to do their
own searching and decision-making; you are only a guide who helps put them on the correct path.

As always, an important part of making our work more efficient is evaluating how we spend our
time. Take a moment to analyze the types of online requests and questions you receive. Do they
differ from walk-in questions? If so, do you need to adjust your website to include more
information? How can you reduce the amount of time you spend answering basic questions such
as, "When is the next TOEFL test scheduled?"

As Internet grows increasingly available in Eurasia, all of us will consult virtually more frequently. We need to consider this an important addition to EAC services, not a luxury for students who happen to have Internet access. If you are interested in seeing how the team of advisers consults on the VCO, take a look at www.vco-edusa.net 

