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Project Goal
One goal of the project was to review, quantify, and categorize the Web-mail and Email inquiries that come in to the Counseling Department. Another goal was the use of the categorizations to inform the development of FAQ’s to address commonly asked questions. The final goal was to quantify the time spent by both classified and certificated personnel in responding to these inquiries.
Methods

The Student Personnel Assistant printed out all of the 583 emails for the period of January 18 through November 25, 2008. The two Counselors on this grant took one half of the emails, and separately read and created initial categorizations. After so doing, they met, exchanged emails, and performed the same task. Once all of the emails had been read by both Counselors and categorized separately, they met again, agreed on the categories and subcategories listed in the results summary below, removed emails that were duplicates, and made a final review of the remaining emails and categories. After analysis of the patterns and message content, recommendations regarding future practices were made.
Results  Summary
Within the 583 inquiries received there was broad representation of the types of questions normally asked of counselors. The inquiries were sorted into categories; after sorting, we found that they fell into six general categories as outlined below. In several of these categories, there was a clear pattern of sub-topics within a category. In addition to the patterns of inquiries, we also found a great deal of duplication. The duplicate inquiries were removed after categorization, thus the numbers reported in the categories do not add up to 583. In order to retain the nuances present in the questions, they are reported as the number of “variations”. They represent issues that could be addressed through future FAQs. For example, while there were at least fifty questions related to making an appointment with a counselor, there were eighteen different variations on the question.
One of our primary goals for doing this project was to lay the groundwork for future development of FAQs and other work on the Counseling Department web site. We devoted considerable time to consideration of these sub-categories. Even so, further clarification of the categories will make them more useful to the uninformed user. For the complete summary of the types of questions within each category, refer to the attached fourteen-page document titled “Online Topics 0601”. 

SIX GENERAL  AND RELATED TOPIC SUB-CATEGORIES
1. APPOINTMENTS WITH COUNSELORS (53 inquiries) (18 variations)
2. ACADEMIC & CAREER ADVISING (150 inquiries) (82 variations)
General (23)
Class schedule (3)
Grades & Grading Policies (16) 
College Rules & Policies (9)

Using Coursework from other colleges including foreign colleges (8)
Using CLEP and AP examinations (1)
Prerequisites (9)
Transfer Advising (11) 
Career Counseling (2)
3. MATH & ENGLISH ASSESSMENT (13 inquiries)
4. ENROLLMENT (55 inquiries) (30 variations)
General Enrollment questions (3)
New to college (freshmen) (4)
Advanced Education 
Present or former college student (3)
International students (2)
Problems with registration (14)
Paying fees (4)
5. CRC PROGRAMS & COURSES (40 inquiries) (15 variations)
6. STUDENT SERVICES (WHERE TO GET HELP) (3)
General comments on type of use

Many questions were unnecessary and costly. It quickly became apparent that users were to a large degree asking for answers which were readily available online within the very site that they were using. We think that this fact argues convincingly for web site revision and early exposure for our students to the breadth of web content. Each question is reviewed by the Counseling SPA and then referred to a counselor if deemed necessary. This represents an unneeded expense in a large number of cases.
Personal issues. It is notable (but not unexpected) that our site is not used to inquire about personal and mental health issues other than a common angst regarding career changing. It will be important to address these issues and inform the site users of such services and how to access them.

Students often asked multiple questions within their one message. This tendency made it difficult to categorize these inquiries as a single question so we made note of the sub-questions and assigned them to appropriate multiple sub-categories. We counted these as only one inquiry. One of our recommendations also addresses this issue.
We only counted this as one inquiry but felt that we needed to track the topics accurately for our future work. One of our recommendations also addresses this issue.
“Meaty” topics lend themselves to FAQs. Once we eliminated the many questions on “how appointments are made” and other such routine topics covered elsewhere in the CRC web site, we were left with a large group of questions ranging over some fairly sophisticated topics. Most of these got put into the very large category labeled 2. ACADEMIC & CAREER ADVISING or one of its sub-categories. The other three substantial categories are 3. MATH & ENGLISH ASSESSMENT and 4. ENROLLMENT and 5. CRC PROGRAMS & COURSES. We feel that if we addressed these questions in the form of FAQs, they would eliminate much of the need to submit email inquiries.
Implementation Recommendations

1. Revise the web so that students are directed to the Counseling FAQs rather than encouraged to submit their questions. Since the answers to most of their questions are already online, we just need to make it easier for them to locate them. This will save considerable counselor time.

2. Since many students asked questions already addressed on the CRC web site, we feel that we need to develop strategies intended to provide early and thorough exposure to the structure of the site. Students should see it as the primary source of accurate information for most questions. We think that an enhanced online orientation could be one vehicle for this purpose.

3. New faculty orientation could include a “tour” of the web site.

4. Develop a thorough set of FAQs based upon the categories of questions studied. Provide answers as well as linkages to existing online resources. 

5. If we continue to allow students to submit questions online, we will need to clarify what a single question is to eliminate the tendency to submit “ecetera questions”. Perhaps an online submission form would help in this area.
6. If we continue to encourage submissions, we will need to find ways to manage the submitter’s expectations of what can be accomplished online.

7. Judging from the substantial number of questions on the enrollment process, we suggest that the web links that deal with enrollment need review to make sure that they are providing clear and thorough coverage. Perhaps, they could reference the FAQs on this process. Students do express considerable confusion regarding the process of enrollment and they don’t seem to know where to turn for help.

Broader Implications
Since we began working on this project, it has become apparent to the two Counselors involved that there is ample room for improvement in the college’s communication of important information to its students. This concern and subsequent discussion should continue with the Counseling Departmental Program Review, the Matriculation committee, and the college’s PIO and web developers. This project has also served to inform the Counseling Department’s recent discussions regarding efforts to create programmatic interventions to decrease the probation and dismissal numbers. We feel that several of the recommendations made as a result of this project will fit in as key pieces to any new academic success type program.
Appendix
DESIGN THOUGHTS

It would make sense to do a guided tour of our CRC web site perhaps. Good exercise for Human Career Development, EOP&S etc.

Perhaps new faculty should be given a “tour”.
This material needs to be “searchable”. Perhaps I should go through and identify key searchable words in all questions and put them in italics.

Fix the links so that the Steps to Success leap out at the student. Right now, they are buried layers deep.
Need to clean up website link (if they even exist) for IGETC and CSU certification. A an articulation advisor from Long Beach couldn’t find out from our site!

Need good clear instructions as to who should send questions. Some professors have sent messages regarding their classes or students this way. Perhaps we need a “hotline” for high school counselors and our internal staff population.

Find ways to make it easy to update.

________________________________________________________________________TOPICS

1. APPOINTMENTS WITH COUNSELORS

Hours and availability…provide a link to the web site.
Read FAQS first. It is likely that your question can be answered in one of them saving you a visit to the campus.

Who can make an appointment. New students vs. returning students.

How do you make an appointment? Do not inquire online for an appointment. Call.

Describe how one makes appointment…depending upon the issue. New Student. Don’t’ meet one-on one until…

I want to talk to a counselor but can’t come in. Can I talk to a counselor on the phone? (Are there going to be circumstances where we will do this that we want to list?
You must first have a student ID to make an appointment. Link to the home page application link.

To cancel an appointment. Please call

When should I see a counselor?

Is a counselor assigned to me? How do I choose one?

I think that I may have a learning disability. Where can I get help?

I am (or was) a student with an education plan or have received services from Disabled Students Services before. How do I make an appointment to reconnect for services?

Who is the “best” counselor?

Who is the “right” counselor for this major? 

Include liaison chart

How do I change my appointment?

What to bring to an appointment.

Continuing students and those transferring from other colleges (need transcripts)

Personal/crisis counseling

Appointment with transfer representatives from CSU- Sacramento, UD Davis and others?

2. ACADEMIC & CAREER ADVISING

What do Counselors do? Introduction to using a counselor. What we can and can’t do online. You can’t send us your transcript to save yourself from coming in.

1. This system is not for “multiple questions” nor complex, help me sort out my life kinds of interactions. 
2. A bit about managing expectations…we will not likely have reviewed your transcript before you get in…it may take several meetings to get a full understanding and for you to feel you are set upon a path
Be sure to address the idea of fear and uncertainty that some may have about this whole school thing and if one of us doesn’t work well with you how to find out who will.

General questions

My professor and I do not seem to communicate well and I am worried about my grade. Can someone “mediate” between us?

What books do I need?

Do the counselors “specialize”?

What is a SEP, Student Educational Plan?

Determining course equivalency. What course at CRC is the same as a course at some other college?

How do I find out about financial aid?

How and when do I apply for graduation or for my certificate? Obvious link here.

What courses do I take for my major?... to become a psychologist, nurse, etc? Does 

CRC offer these courses? Do some description and then link to program info.

My program requirements have changed. Do I have to take the new course requirements?

Can I substitute one course for another in my major?

Can you recommend a good math teacher?

Does CRC have a GED program?

What course should I take to improve upon my reading or math? (Basic skills list)

I am only a few courses short of graduation at another college. Can I finish the course(s) at CRC and graduate from CRC in that major?

How do I apply for graduation or for a certificate?

I already have a degree. Do I need to take the GE over again for a degree from CRC?

My courses are “old”; can I use them?

CRC changed its’ course numbering and I don’t know what my old classes are anymore.

Who do I give my transcripts to?

I have experience and skills in some areas. How can I get credit for them?

How do I find an apartment or housing?

Can I get a job at the college while I am a student?

I have a scholarship. How do I get the money from the college?

Class scheduling 

Who will help me make my class schedule? (Talk about our role in this, how it is different than high school…but we don’t sit there and find open classes for you.)

Is a course offered this semester? (link to schedule)

I can only take courses online. Which courses are offered this way.

Grades & Grading Policies
I have a ”D” in a class. Do I have to take it over again?

My teacher gave me an “I” grade (incomplete). What does that mean?

I never went to a class but got an “F”. Why didn’t the professor drop me and how do I get it removed?

How can I get rid of my bad grades?

How can I “start over”?

What are the rules to retake a class?

Can I repeat a “W” and fix it?

Can I fix my bad grade in US history with another (different) US history course?

How can I fix bad grades? Repeat and Renewal. Link to form

How do I get rid of the “unnecessary” classes taken that show on my transcript? 

Do I need to repeat a “D” grade?

Can I repeat a course if I got a “C” grade?

What is the difference between a “w” and a grade? Can I get rid of a “w”?

I am on probation for an “F” I got a long time ago. Why don’t my grades at the other colleges get considered?

How do I get a grade “changed”?

How do bad grades or not completing all my courses affect my Financial Aid?

College Rules & Policies 

I am on dismissal. How do I get it removed?

Explain probation and dismissal policies with references to the “holds” on Eservices too. Link to Enrollment questions also.

Can requirements change? Catalog rights discussion could be linked here also.

I almost finished a program several years ago but left school. Are any of those courses still good? (catalog rights). Need to have a counselor evaluate

How do I get credit for what I know or “challenge” a course?

How do I drop a class? (link to schedule)

How do I get .5 priority enrollment?

How do I get California residency?

My professor and I do not seem to communicate well and I am worried about my grade. Can someone “mediate” between us? Link to Students’ Rights document

Using Coursework from other colleges including foreign colleges 
I took a course at another college. Will CRC accept it? How do I get credit for work from other colleges?

Can I take courses from other colleges and apply them to meet degree requirements at CRC. (This will take some careful explanation of why you need to see a counselor.)

Does it matter where in LosRios I take prerequisites for my program?

How do I know which courses I can use from ARC or SCC? They have different numbers.

I go to several Los Rios schools. The courses sometimes have different numbers but the content looks the same. Can I use these courses for my program?

I have quarter units from another college and CRC is on the semester system. How will they be used?

I have a degree or coursework from a foreign college. How will these be used? (This will require careful explanation of the difference between using work for AA vs. transfer, major vs. GE and the role of evaluation services).

How do I send my transcripts from another school to CRC?

CLEP & AP examinations: 

How can I use my AP or CLEP scores? Warn them that use depends upon where it will be used (here or for transfer)

Prerequisites

My teacher says I need a prerequisite. How do I get one?

What is the prerequisite for _________ class? Refer them to course descriptions.

Can I use my high school courses to meet the prerequisite for math or English? Discuss multiple criteria.

CRC’s prerequisite for_____ (course) is different than it is at another college where I took a class. Which will work for CRC?

How are prerequisites met by the math or English assessments?

Can I waive a prerequisite if I think that I can handle the class? How can I challenge a prerequisite?

I think that I only need one more class to graduate. Can you check for me?

Can I take a course “pass/fail”?

Can I enroll in a class for next semester if I am still enrolled in the prerequisite class?

Transfer Advising

If I transfer out-of-state, when do I apply?

Very specific questions about international high school work and how it would be used at Berkeley

How does transfer work? Do I major in the same topic at CRC and then transfer?

Several questions on foreign language requirements. (let these through to counselor)

questions

Will my CRC units transfer to ___________?

What courses should I take to transfer to a four year college?

Can I transfer in two years?

I go to ________ college but want to take a course at CRC this term that will meet my requirements at the other college. 

What’s a major? What’s a minor? Do a section on planning.

Do I study GE course first before I can do the major courses?

How do I get my CSU or IGETC work certified? Need to clean up website link apparently since an articulation advisor from Long Beach couldn’t find out from our site!

Career Counseling

I am returning…the kids are grown…I have been laid off…there must be something else out there for me…etc. How do I? Who do I talk to? What are the possibilities?

3. MATH & ENGLISH ASSESSMENT

My assessments say that I am at the 105/106 level. What can I take besides these two? Connect to math tree.

Can I take a class lower than the one I tested into? (see if Assmt has FAQs)

I didn’t test into the class I need. What can I do?

My results said that I need to retest. What does that mean?

Report says math 105/106. What else could I take as those are not offered.

I took my assessments awhile ago. How long are they good?

Who needs to take the assessments?

Can I use the assessments taken at another college?

General: Discuss the relationship between scores and success in college work. They measure something very real, your preparedness to do college level work. Do not overestimate the impact of your “motivation” to overcome your inability to write a complete sentence! Suggest certain classes to accompany certain score levels.

How do I obtain my assessment results?

I am not happy with my results. I don’t test well. What can I do?

My results said that I should take another test. What does that mean?

What levels of math and English are needed to graduate? 
What levels of math and English are needed to transfer to a four-year university?

Can I arrange test proctoring?

Connect to the current links for trees.

4. ENROLLMENT
General Enrollment questions

What is full-time enrollment? (normal term vs. Summer).

What is full-time for Disable Student Service students?
How do I get “proof of enrollment” for insurance?

New to college (freshmen) (link to steps to success)

Clean up the “Steps to Success” to clarify that the course Planning step is a group format. Identify the outcomes. 

Fix the links so that the Steps to Success leap out at the student. Right now, they are buried layers deep.

I just want to take a welding course or….Do I have to go through the whole first-time student “Steps to Success” process with assessment and all?

Advanced Education while in high school. Can we link to an application?

1. Process including denial and appeal

2. Where and how to register

3. What if the course is closed?

4. Waitlist

5. $5 student transit fee.

6. How will courses be counted at my high school?

Help with scheduling classes.

Mid-year high school graduate.

Present or former college student
Some get confused by the term used on site “current/returning student” We need to use the terms “Present or former student” 

I would like to (or need to) take a course over again. Can I do it?

I went to another college. How do I get my transcript evaluated?

Do I need to do the “Steps to Success”?

International Students

TOEFL 
I-20 questions
Problems with registration
I would like to (or need to) take a course over again. Can I do it? Link to policies.

Can I enroll in a class for next semester if I am still enrolled in the prerequisite class?

I tried to enroll but it says that I have a “hold”. How do I remove it? (different types of holds have different solutions. Could link to same stuff that is in policies under Advising.

I have a dismissal hold.

How do I get .5 priority enrollment

How do I get an earlier registration? 

EServices is not working. It won’t let me register. What can I do? (help desk referral)

Is there any other way to register than on eservices?

What if I can’t get the classes I need?

Can I “add” a class? 

How does the waitlist work?

I need a permission number. How do I get one?

How do I change my major on e-services?

I am trying to register for a class at another LosRios campus and the computer says” not in the area of my major” What does that mean?

Paying fees
I have a voucher from some agency. How do I use that to pay my fees?

I have a scholarship that is supposed to pay my fees. What do I do?

I have been dropped for non-payment. What do I do?

Can I make payments for my fees?
5. CRC PROGRAMS & COURSES 

General Notes for section.

Advise all to check out the home page link on academic programs to see what we offer at CRC

Instruct the user about the different names of programs. Not always what you would think. For example, “Intro to Counseling” might be Human Services. Looking for “medical transcription” in Medical assisting program. A program is a collection of individual courses.

Include link to District list.

QUESTIONS
Does CRC have a _______ program?

II want to be a ________ but CRC doesn’t seem to have the major. What do I do? Pathway to Nursing, pharmacy, pre-med, etc. and other popular majors. You won’t find the major at CRC but we can still help you get there.

What is the career outlook for different majors? Put hyperlink to site.

Link to program list Tell them what they will find there (required courses, descriptions, contact info, etc.)

I have experience in a career field and wondering about prerequisites or obtaining credit. Link to the academic advising and the websites for the programs. 

What if I have experience? Do I have to take all of the classes?

I took courses from another college for this major. How will I get credit for them?

I just want to take a welding course or….Do I have to go through the whole first-time student “Steps to Success” process with assessment and all?

How much does it cost?  Length of time? Do a generic version and suggest link to specific programs.

How do I apply to the programs? List those with applications and describe the general process for all others.

Where do I begin? A generic description of how, once you know what program you are pursuing, to choose classes and register.

Online program list

Is a course offered online? Tell them that some courses are offered this way but link them to that portion of the online class schedule.

What is the difference between a certificate and a degree?

A program is not a single course but a series of them.

Can I complete the program online?

I almost finished a program several years ago but left school. Are any of those courses still good? Need to have a counselor evaluate. Catalog right discussion.

STUDENT SERVICES (WHERE TO GET HELP)

I am disabled. I need some help. (Several are within the counseling section)

Career

Emotionally distressed
How do bad grades or not completing all my courses affect my Financial Aid?

