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Counselors and Computers

Computers in Counseling: A Threst or a Promise?
The Threet: Many counselors fear that computers will

fore, Mttneompumbovbmdasmomndonof not a
substituta for, the counselor.

A second major area of concem is confidentiality. Comput-
ors make it fo collect and store more data on clients
for longer periods of time. Many counselors ae well as clients
fear this may increase the potential for unauthorized access,
particularly if the information is stored in the data bank of a
large computer network. Further, if the data are not systemati-
cally reviewed, it is possible for gross emmors 10 go undetected.
To address these problems, counselors and others are
advised to (1) limit confidential deta 10 what is appropriate and

for the services provided; (2) destroy the data once

the value to services no longer exists; (3) ensure
accurate and complete data; (4) restrict access 10 confidential
data to the use of the best

professionals through
computer security methods available; and (5) ensure that it is
not possible to identity any pasticular individual with confiden-
tial data accessible & computer network,

Athird area of potential danger is the tendency for clients to
interpret the objectivity of the computer as evidence that the
information obtained is complelely valiid and reliable, i.e., the
“truth.” This can be a problem especially in computer-assisted
testing, assessment, and information retrieval. Here, it is im-
perative that counselors: (1) monitor computer use regularty
for potential equipment malfunctions; (2) use computer pro-
grams that refloct valid test prin-
Ciples; (3) critically assess the extent to which computer pro-
grams are based on sound counseling and development
theories; (4) regularly check and update information; and (5)
help clients interpret results in light of other relevant factors.

The Promise: if the safeguards itemized above are ob-
served, computers can enhance and multiply the counselor’s
activities. This can be accomplished through computer-
assisted counseling and/or computer-managed counseling.
Computer-assisted counseling (CAC) parsiisis computer-
assisted instruction (CAl) and may be definad as an interac-
tive counseling technique in which a computer is used to
present information, solicit and monitor responses, and select
and present additiona! information in accordance with in-
dividual client needs. -managed counseling (CMC)
paralieis computer-managed instruction (CMI) and may be
Gefined as the use of a computer 10 maintain and analyze
client daix and to document and analyze the counseling
process, Computer-managed counseling may also include
admiristrative uses that are not directly related to the counsel-
ing process, but increase the amount of time counselors
have available for clients.

counseling. Three significant advan-

tages of computer-assisted counsoling are objectivity,
availability, and the capacity to store and retrieve iarge
amounts of information. While it can be argued that both
eowmlorsmdeompumez:.onm makoimeeufat.;

mptions about particular clients, comouters

mtammwwmmmwmmor
personal, sociwi, or ethnic characteristics. This objectivity can
be very important, whether potential bias is real on the part
g.mocounsoloforsimplyp«odvodarulonmepMof

Whers the client-to-counseior ratio is very high, as itis in
most schools, compute;-assisted counseling
counselor's efforts by being avaliable when the counselor
isn't. As long as clients are prepared
computer and receive follow-up help in interpreting resuits,
more clients can receive more information: that is often more
accurate than can bo provided by the counselor in a one-to-
one counseling situation.

The tremendous to store and retrieve information
is probably the computer's most useful characteristic. If we
consider aiso the computer's speed and ability to salect, sort,
and combine information, thera is no doubt that the comouter
can accomplish tasks that are humanly impossitie.

Among the promising applications of computer-assisted
counseling are: selection and retrieval of career information;
selection and retrieval of educational information; career
guidance; educational guidance; aptitude and achievement
testing; interest assessment; test practice/preparation (e.g.,
SAT); skill building (e.g., problem solving, decision making);
and self-assessment. .

Computer-managed counseling. Even if computers are
not available for direct clier use, counselors can use them for
clerical and administrative tasks so as to reduce their load of
tedious paperwork. This frees them to spend more time with
clients. Some counselors fear that the tedious paperwork will
simply be replaced by tedious computer work. However,
based on the rapidly growing body of literature and the large
number of counseiors registering for computer-oriented work-
shops, many counselors are finding that they can become
computer-proficient quite easily and tat computers do, infact,
aliow them to do more in less time.

Amﬂmmwtamadetagoofeanptmr-manqod coun-
seling is the extensive amount of documentation made possi-
ble. With record-keeping systems, counselors
can now present “hard” data to meet the increasing demands
for accountability.

Among the promising applications of computer-managed
counseling are: client/student record-keeping, counssiing
activity logs; attendance records; scheduling; grading; tran-
script production; resource files; word processing (e.g., report
writing, personalized letters); and academic progress repoits.
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respond to it. A no-obiigation tryout or experience with soft-
ware is very important. Although, in many ways, evaluating

software is more difficult than evailuating printed media, we
should no more select software based on its cover and
advertising hype than we would textbooks or other resources.

5. Match the hardware to the softwere. After identifying
the software you want from avaiiable options, you are in a
good position to select appropiiate hardware. At this point, you
are fikely to find that the perfect system is impossible to find
and that there must be trade-offs. Some systems will meet
some criteria, some things well, but others very poorly.

objectives .
A particular caution is the need 10 avoid the muitipie use

temptation, i.e., the idea that one computer can do all things
for all people in a given sustem. Computers used for assist-
ance in for ple, may not be at all sui“able

for CAC uses. The notion of one omnitus computer that can
perform ail functions for a program or system is more fancy

than fact.
6. investin' * The bottom line in the effec-
tiveness of your computer program is the attitudes and skilts of

the peop'e responsible for its use. Their interest and skill, pius
the abiiity to model the skillful and turned-on user wik greatly
influsnce not only the extent 10 which clients use the computer
but aiso how wisely. In your budget set aside funds o provide
both initisl and on-going preparation of counseling personnel
in the use of computers. Additionally, it is important to provide
"play time,” or the opportunity 10 explore the mechanics of the
computer and its myriad applications and uses.
7. implement

are essentis’. A key 10 successful is to be
prepared for peopie’s resistance and to attend to their techni-
cal and affective concemns about use. Another im-

portant consideration is insuring equity of access and use of
comgputers. If not given adequate emphasis, it is possible that
certain such as minorities and women, will not have
their fair share in computer programs.

One effective way to win the confidence of those involved in
the computer program is 10 design the evaluation strategy
before implerhentation. Al persons concerned with the pro-
gram should be aware that decisions about the system will be
made on reasoned and public criteria. itis equally important to
analyze anc report evaluation results in a form meaningful to
others as soon as possible. Early feedback of even partial

" results is better than a voluminous final report which appears

man«imponmdodmmmesystemhmboon

Note: A list of recommended resources on this topic is available
upon request. Please direct inquiries to ERIC/CAPS User Services,
2108 School of Education, The University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, M|
48100-1250 (313/764-9492).

Jesnne Bleuer
Assistant Director for User Services, ERIC/CAPS

Gany R, Walz
Director, EFIC/CAPS
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