
 

USMAN NOTES  |  AIOU Code 833 Solved Assignment 1 (Autumn 2026) Official Portal: www.usmannotes.com

Page 1 of 35 - USMAN NOTES (100% Quality Academic Reference) WhatsApp Orders: +92 324 5836626

USM
AN N

OTES

www.u
sm

an
no

te
s.c

om



Solved Assignment Guide — AIOU Student Support Services in Distance Education (833) — Page 2 

ALLAMA IQBAL OPEN UNIVERSITY, ISLAMABAD 

Course: Student Support Services in Distance Education (833/6302) 

Level: MA/MEd/BEd 

Semester: Autumn 2026 

Assignment No. 1 (Units 1–4) 

Total Marks: 100  •  Pass Marks: M.A/M.Ed = 40, B.Ed = 50 

SOLVED ASSIGNMENT GUIDE 

(For Study & Reference) 

Note: This guide is prepared for study and reference purposes. Students are advised to read the relevant 

units of the course book, understand the concepts, and then write the assignment in their own words. 

Total marks of the assignment are 100; each question carries 20 marks. 

 

Question 1: The Nature of Student Support Services in Distance 

Education (20 Marks) 

Critically examine the nature of student support services in distance education. 

Introduction 

Distance education separates the teacher and the learner in space and, very often, in time. The 

student studies printed units, recorded programmes and digital materials largely alone, at 

home or at the workplace, without the daily presence of a teacher and without the company of 

a class. This separation is the great strength of the system, because it allows people who cannot 

attend a conventional institution to study where they live and work; but it is also its great 

weakness, because the learner is left to face every difficulty — academic, administrative, 

personal and motivational — largely on his or her own. Student support services are the 

organised answer of a distance teaching institution to this weakness. They are the human and 

administrative bridge between the institution and the isolated learner. This answer examines 
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the nature of these services: what they are, why they exist, what characteristics they possess, 

and where their limits and tensions lie. 

Meaning and Definitions of Student Support Services 

Student support services may be defined as all the activities of a distance teaching institution, 

other than the creation and delivery of the course materials themselves, which help students to 

make progress in their studies and to complete their courses successfully. Sewart (1993) 

described student support as the element that gives distance education its 'human face': while 

course materials can be produced industrially for thousands of students at once, support is the 

part of the system that responds to the individual student as a person. Holmberg (1995) placed 

support at the heart of his theory of guided didactic conversation, arguing that learning at a 

distance succeeds when the student feels a personal relationship with the institution — 

through friendly materials, tutor comments, letters and conversations that simulate a dialogue. 

Tait (2000) defined support broadly as the whole range of services, both academic and non-

academic, provided to individuals and groups of students, and Simpson (2002) added that in 

modern open and distance learning the main purpose of support is not merely to teach content 

but to keep students studying — to improve retention, progression and completion. 

Three points emerge from these definitions. First, support is relational: it exists in the 

interaction between the student and the institution, not in a book or a broadcast. Second, it is 

responsive: unlike a printed unit, which is fixed before the student enrols, support reacts to 

what this particular student needs at this particular moment. Third, it is comprehensive: it 

covers advice before admission, help with registration and materials, tutoring and counselling 

during study, and assistance with examinations and beyond. Student support is therefore best 
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understood not as an extra, charitable addition to distance education but as one of its two 

essential components, standing alongside course design and materials production. 

Why Distance Learners Need Support: The Nature of the Problem 

The nature of student support can only be understood from the nature of the distance learner's 

situation. The conventional student who is confused by a lecture raises a hand and asks; the 

distance learner who is confused by a printed unit has no one to ask, and the confusion may 

grow silently for weeks until the student quietly gives up. Distance learners are also different 

from campus students in composition: most are adults with jobs, families and social obligations, 

many are returning to study after a long gap, many are first-generation learners, and many live 

far from any educational institution. They study in fragments of time, they depend on the post, 

on transport and increasingly on internet connectivity, and they receive their encouragement 

or discouragement mainly from their families rather than from fellow students. 

Support services are shaped by this situation. Because the learner is isolated, support must 

create contact. Because the learner is an adult with competing obligations, support must be 

flexible and available at times and places the learner can manage. Because the learner is 

unknown to the institution — one name among thousands — support must make the 

institution knowable and approachable. Because difficulties arise at predictable points 

(choosing courses, starting the first assignment, preparing for the first examination), support 

must be planned around the student's journey rather than offered randomly. In short, the 

nature of support is determined by the nature of distance study itself: it is a compensating 

system, designed to supply at a distance everything that a campus supplies naturally — 

guidance, feedback, companionship, administration and encouragement. 

USMAN NOTES  |  AIOU Code 833 Solved Assignment 1 (Autumn 2026) Official Portal: www.usmannotes.com

Page 4 of 35 - USMAN NOTES (100% Quality Academic Reference) WhatsApp Orders: +92 324 5836626

USM
AN N

OTES

www.u
sm

an
no

te
s.c

om



Solved Assignment Guide — AIOU Student Support Services in Distance Education (833) — Page 5 

Characteristics of Student Support Services 

1. Support Is Student-Centred and Personal 

The first characteristic of student support is that it treats the student as an individual with a 

name, a history and a problem that is his or her own. A course unit is written for an imagined 

average student, but a tutor's comment, a counsellor's advice or a regional officer's letter is 

addressed to a real student. This personal quality is what distinguishes support from teaching 

materials. Even where support is delivered to groups — in tutorials, workshops or study-centre 

meetings — its value lies in the opportunity for the individual to ask his own question and be 

recognised. Distance institutions therefore invest heavily in local and regional structures, 

because personal contact is only possible close to where the student lives. 

2. Support Is a Two-Way Communication 

Course materials communicate in one direction, from institution to student. Support is 

essentially two-way: the student asks, complains, requests, submits an assignment; the 

institution replies, advises, corrects and encourages. Moore's theory of transactional distance 

explains why this matters: the psychological distance between learner and teacher is reduced 

not by geography but by dialogue, and support services are the main machinery of dialogue in a 

distance system. Assignment comments, telephone and online helpdesks, counselling 

interviews, tutorial discussions and even a promptly answered letter all reduce transactional 

distance and make the student feel taught rather than merely supplied with books. 

3. Support Is Both Academic and Non-Academic 

Student support has two broad wings. Academic support concerns learning itself: tutoring, 

assignment marking and commenting, clarification of difficult concepts, development of study 
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skills, examination preparation and feedback on progress. Non-academic or administrative 

support concerns everything that makes learning possible: admission and course-choice 

guidance, registration, dispatch of materials, information about examinations, change of 

address or study centre, fee problems, certification and career guidance. Research summarised 

by Simpson (2002) suggests that students actually withdraw more often for non-academic 

reasons — administrative confusion, financial pressure, family problems, lost motivation — 

than because the academic content is too difficult. The nature of support is therefore wider 

than teaching: it is the management of the whole student experience. 

4. Support Is Continuous Across the Student Life-Cycle 

Support is not a single event but a continuous accompaniment from before enrolment to after 

completion. Tait (2000) and others describe three broad stages. Pre-entry support helps the 

enquirer choose the right programme and level, and warns honestly about the demands of 

distance study, so that unsuitable enrolments — a major cause of later dropout — are reduced. 

Support during study sustains learning and motivation: welcome contacts, tutor availability, 

assignment feedback, counselling and peer contact. Support at the end of study covers 

examination arrangements, results, certification and guidance towards further study or 

employment. A well-designed support system is therefore proactive as well as reactive: it 

contacts students at known danger points instead of waiting passively for students to ask for 

help, because the students who most need help are often the least likely to seek it. 

5. Support Is Decentralised and Delivered Near the Student 

Because distance students are scattered over a whole country, support cannot be delivered 

from one central office alone. Its nature is therefore federal and decentralised: a headquarters 
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that sets policy and produces materials, regional offices that administer and advise, local study 

centres where students meet tutors and each other, and individual tutors who carry the most 

personal part of the support into the student's home through assignment comments. In 

Pakistan, Allama Iqbal Open University operates through regional campuses and offices, model 

study centres and thousands of part-time tutors precisely because support must physically 

reach students in every district. The quality of a distance institution is thus judged not at its 

headquarters but at its furthest study centre. 

6. Support Is Both Preventive and Remedial 

Good support works before problems occur as well as after. Preventive support includes clear 

prospectuses and handbooks, realistic advice at admission, orientation at the start of study, 

early contact from the tutor, prompts and reminders about assignment deadlines, and study-

skills guidance built into the first units. Remedial support deals with difficulties that have 

already arisen: a failed assignment, a missed examination, a personal crisis, a request to change 

course or defer study. Institutions that rely only on remedial support spend their resources on 

crises; institutions that invest in prevention reduce the number of crises. This dual character 

makes support partly an educational service and partly a welfare and guidance service. 

A Critical Examination 

A critical examination must note the tensions inside the nature of support. The first tension is 

between mass production and personal response. Distance education is economical because 

materials are produced once for thousands; support, by contrast, grows more expensive with 

every additional student, because a tutor can comment on only so many assignments and a 

counsellor can interview only so many students. Rumble (1997) showed that student support is 
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the main variable cost of distance systems, and institutions are constantly tempted to 

economise on exactly the element that students experience as care. The second tension is 

between standardisation and individual need: regulations, deadlines and procedures must be 

uniform to be fair, yet genuine support often requires flexibility for the student whose 

circumstances do not fit the rule. The third tension is dependence: support should build the 

student's independence as a learner, not create permanent reliance on the tutor; the best 

support, as Rogers argued in the context of adult learning, progressively makes itself 

unnecessary. 

A further critical point is that support is unevenly used. Confident, well-educated students use 

tutorials, helpdesks and counselling readily, while shy, rural or first-generation students — who 

need support most — often do not know it exists or feel hesitant to claim it. Support that waits 

to be asked for therefore tends to widen, not narrow, inequality. Finally, technology is changing 

the nature of support without removing its essence: email, learning management systems, 

mobile messages and video calls make contact faster and cheaper, but they cannot by 

themselves supply the empathy, judgement and encouragement that define support as a 

human service. Institutions that confuse the delivery channel with the service itself end up with 

fast, empty support. 

Conclusion 

The nature of student support services in distance education flows from the nature of distance 

learning itself. Because the learner is separated from the teacher, support must supply contact; 

because the learner is an adult studying alone among competing obligations, support must be 

flexible, continuous and close to home; because problems are academic, administrative, 
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personal and motivational at once, support must be broader than teaching. In its essence, 

support is the personal, two-way, decentralised and life-cycle-wide response of an institution to 

the individual student — the human face of an industrialised system of education. Its quality 

decides whether distance education is a genuine educational relationship or merely the 

distribution of books, and its success is measured finally not in services offered but in students 

retained, learning achieved and confidence built. 
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Question 2: Advantages of Student Support Services in Distance 

Education: The AIOU Perspective (20 Marks) 

Discuss the advantages of student support services in distance education. Answer from the 

perspective of Allama Iqbal Open University's student support services system. 

Introduction 

Allama Iqbal Open University (AIOU), established in 1974 as the People's Open University and 

renamed in 1977, was the first open university in Asia and one of the largest distance teaching 

institutions in the world, enrolling well over a million students in peak years across programmes 

from the matriculation level to PhD. Its students are spread over the whole of Pakistan and 
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beyond: housewives in villages, serving teachers, soldiers, prisoners, overseas Pakistanis, office 

workers and farmers — people for whom a conventional classroom is impossible. For such a 

university, student support services are not an ornament; they are the machinery that converts 

enrolment into education. AIOU delivers support through its main campus in Islamabad, a 

network of regional campuses and regional offices in every part of the country, coordinating 

and model study centres, part-time tutors attached to students for each course, radio and 

television programmes, an online learning management system (the Aaghi LMS portal), call 

centres and printed guidance material. This answer discusses the advantages of student 

support services in distance education as they appear in, and are illustrated by, the AIOU 

system. 

Advantage 1: Support Makes Access Real and Widens Equity 

The first advantage of support services is that they turn the formal openness of an open 

university into real access. A prospectus may declare that anyone can enrol, but a first-

generation learner in a remote district of Balochistan or Gilgit-Baltistan can act on that promise 

only if someone explains the programmes, helps fill the admission form, receives the fee and 

confirms the registration. AIOU's regional offices perform exactly this function: they are local, 

approachable doors of a distant university. For women whose mobility is restricted, for working 

men who cannot visit Islamabad, and for students with disabilities, the existence of a regional 

office, a nearby study centre and a tutor within the district is the difference between a 

theoretical right to education and an actual enrolment. Support therefore carries the equity 

mission of distance education; without it, open admission would benefit only the already 

confident and urban. 
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Advantage 2: Correct Guidance at Entry Prevents Later Failure 

Support at the pre-entry stage — prospectus guidance, admission counselling at regional 

offices, programme information through radio, television and the university website — helps 

students choose courses that match their previous qualifications, abilities and aims. Wrong 

choices are a hidden cause of failure in distance education: a student who enrols at too high a 

level, or in a programme unsuited to his purpose, is likely to drop out and blame himself. AIOU's 

advisory arrangements, including its student advisory and counselling services at the main 

campus and guidance through regional directorates, reduce this waste. The advantage is 

double: the student is saved from a demoralising failure, and the university is saved the cost of 

teaching, dispatching materials to and examining a student who was misplaced from the start. 

Advantage 3: Tutor Support Turns Materials into Teaching 

The most educationally important advantage of AIOU's support system is the tutor network. 

Every student is attached to a part-time tutor for each course; the student submits assignments 

to the tutor, who marks them, writes comments and returns them, and who meets the 

students in tutorial sessions at the study centre. This arrangement converts one-way printed 

material into a teaching relationship. The printed unit cannot know that this student has 

misunderstood a concept; the tutor's comments can identify the misunderstanding and correct 

it. Assignments in the AIOU system are therefore not merely tests; marked and commented, 

they are the main vehicle of individual teaching, exactly as Holmberg's idea of guided didactic 

conversation requires. Students repeatedly report that tutor feedback is the point at which the 

university becomes real to them — a person reads their work, responds to it and expects better 

next time. 
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Advantage 4: Study Centres and Tutorials Reduce Isolation 

Distance study is lonely, and loneliness is a cause of withdrawal. AIOU's study centres — 

established in schools, colleges and other institutions across the country — and its tutorial 

meetings give students a place, a timetable and a company of fellow learners. Even a few 

meetings in a semester allow students to compare difficulties, discover that others struggle 

with the same units, form informal study circles and absorb the identity of being a university 

student. For women students in conservative areas, an approved local study centre also 

provides a socially acceptable place of study outside the home. The advantage here is 

psychological and social as much as academic: support creates a learning community around an 

otherwise solitary activity, and community sustains motivation when private willpower 

weakens. 

Advantage 5: Administrative Support Keeps the Student in the System 

A large share of student difficulty in distance education is administrative: books not received, 

roll-number slips delayed, examination centres changed, results not traced, certificates 

required urgently for a job application. AIOU's regional offices, its mailing and examination 

departments and, increasingly, its online portals and call centre exist to absorb these problems 

before they become reasons for withdrawal. The advantage of an accessible administrative 

support system is continuity: the student's study is not broken by the system's own friction. The 

introduction of online admission, digital book dispatch tracking, the Aaghi LMS for online 

programmes and SMS/email alerts illustrates how administrative support, once modernised, 

removes distance from the relationship altogether — the student in a village can confirm 

admission or download material as quickly as a student in Islamabad. 
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Advantage 6: Counselling and Advisory Services Sustain Motivation 

Beyond information, students need advice and encouragement at moments of difficulty: failure 

in an assignment, conflict between job and study, family pressure, uncertainty about careers. 

AIOU provides counselling through its student advisory and counselling arrangements, through 

regional staff and, informally but powerfully, through tutors, who are often the first to notice a 

student who has stopped submitting assignments. Counselling support helps the student 

reinterpret a setback as a problem to be solved — by changing study habits, deferring a course 

or seeking a different programme — rather than as proof that he or she is 'not fit for study'. The 

advantage is measured in retention: supported students persist. Research on open universities 

internationally, summarised by Simpson (2013), consistently finds that proactive contact and 

counselling are among the few interventions that measurably reduce dropout, and AIOU's scale 

makes even a small percentage improvement worth tens of thousands of successful students. 

Advantage 7: Media and Technology Extend the Reach of Support 

AIOU was built on educational broadcasting and has added each new medium to its support 

system: radio and television programmes that explain procedures and enrich courses, recorded 

and downloadable material, teleconferencing and video-conferencing sessions in some 

programmes, telephone helplines, and the online LMS through which students receive 

announcements, submit work and interact with tutors. The advantage of media-based support 

is scale with speed: one broadcast or one online notice reaches the whole student body 

simultaneously, and a recorded guidance programme can be used again and again. Media also 

support the supporters — tutor training and briefing through distance methods keep thousands 

of part-time tutors aligned with the university's expectations. In a country of Pakistan's 
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geography, no purely face-to-face support system could reach all students; media make the 

support system national in fact as well as in name. 

Advantage 8: Support Protects the Value and Credibility of the Degree 

A less obvious advantage is institutional. Continuous assessment through tutor-marked 

assignments, supervised examinations arranged through regional networks, and verification 

services for employers all depend on the support infrastructure. Because AIOU's assignments 

are marked by tutors distributed across the country and its examinations are held under 

controlled conditions in every district, its degrees carry credibility with employers and other 

universities. Support services also give the university feedback: tutors' reports, regional returns 

and student complaints reveal where materials are unclear or procedures are failing, and this 

intelligence drives revision of courses and rules. The support system is thus the university's 

nervous system as well as its helping hand. 

A Balanced Note: Advantages Are Real but Unevenly Delivered 

Honesty requires noting that these advantages describe the system's design and its best 

practice more reliably than its everyday performance everywhere. With enrolments in the 

hundreds of thousands, tutor quality varies, commented assignments are sometimes returned 

late, some study centres meet irregularly, and regional offices carry heavy loads at admission 

and examination peaks. The advantage of support is therefore potential that must be 

continually realised through tutor training, monitoring and investment. This qualification does 

not weaken the case for support; it strengthens it, because the points at which AIOU students 

report dissatisfaction are almost always points at which support has thinned — proof, from the 

negative side, of how much the system's success depends on it. 
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Conclusion 

The advantages of student support services, seen through AIOU, cover the whole life of the 

student: they make access real for the remote and the hesitant, place students in the right 

programmes, convert printed material into personal teaching through tutors, cure isolation 

through study centres and peer contact, keep administration from breaking study, sustain 

motivation through counselling, extend nationally through media, and protect the credibility of 

the award. AIOU demonstrates the central truth of distance education at scale: materials can 

be multiplied cheaply, but education happens only where support connects the institution to 

the individual learner. The university's vast enrolment is possible because of its printing and 

broadcasting; its students' success is possible because of its support. 
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Question 3: Types of Comments a Tutor Has to Give on Students' 

Assignments (20 Marks) 

Critically examine the types of comments a tutor has to give on students' assignments.  

Introduction 

In distance education the marked assignment is the principal meeting point between teacher 

and student. The tutor cannot see the student's puzzled face, cannot answer a question at the 
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moment it arises, and usually meets the student only a few times in a semester, if at all. What 

the tutor can do — fully and personally — is to write on the student's assignment. Those 

written comments carry the whole weight of teaching at a distance: they must correct, explain, 

encourage, guide and motivate in a single act of writing, for a reader who may be disheartened, 

isolated and tempted to withdraw. Holmberg called well-handled assignment correspondence a 

'guided didactic conversation'; Rowntree and others have shown that the quality of tutor 

comments is one of the strongest influences on whether distance students persist and improve. 

This answer examines the types of comments a tutor has to give, the purposes each type 

serves, the standard a good comment must meet, and the defects that critical scrutiny reveals 

in common practice. 

Why Comments Matter More Than Marks 

A mark alone tells the student where he stands; only a comment tells him why he stands there 

and how to move. A student who receives '12/20' with no explanation learns nothing except a 

number he cannot interpret: he does not know whether he lost marks for weak content, poor 

organisation, irrelevance, weak expression or misunderstanding of the question. Worse, he 

cannot repeat his successes either, because he does not know what he did right. Comments are 

therefore the teaching content of the assignment system, while marks are only its 

measurement. In the AIOU system, where assignments carry weight in the final result and are 

compulsory hurdles, tutor comments perform an additional duty: they justify the assessment to 

the student and maintain his trust in a system in which he never sees the examiner. A tutor 

who understands this writes comments as carefully as a lecturer prepares a lecture. 
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Types of Tutor Comments 

1. Positive and Encouraging Comments 

Positive comments identify what the student has done well: 'Your introduction states the 

problem clearly', 'A good example from your own school — exactly the kind of application 

needed'. Their function is not flattery but information and motivation: they show the student 

which of his efforts succeeded, so that he repeats them, and they keep alive the confidence of a 

learner who studies alone and receives little praise from any other source. Encouragement 

matters most for new, weak or returning students, for whom the first marked assignment often 

decides whether study continues. Skilled tutors place a genuine positive comment early in the 

script, so that criticism that follows is received as help rather than attack. The critical 

requirement is honesty: praise must be attached to something actually achieved, because adult 

students detect empty praise quickly and discount everything else the tutor writes. 

2. Corrective Comments 

Corrective comments point out errors: factual mistakes, wrong concepts, misread questions, 

faulty calculations, incorrect references or weak language. They are the most familiar type — 

'No: the regional office, not the tutor, issues the roll-number slip', 'You have confused 

counselling with guidance here'. Their function is to prevent error from hardening into habit; an 

uncorrected misconception in assignment one silently damages every later assignment and the 

examination. Good corrective comments do three things: they locate the error precisely, they 

state or indicate the correct position, and where possible they explain why the student's 

version is wrong rather than merely replacing it. Correction that only crosses out, or sprinkles 
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'wrong' and '?' through a script, identifies failure without teaching; it is the weakest and most 

resented form of this type. 

3. Explanatory and Elaborative Comments 

Explanatory comments go beyond correction to deepen understanding: the tutor adds the 

missing reason, supplies a brief example, draws a distinction the student blurred, or points to 

the page of the unit where the matter is fully treated. 'You describe tutorials only as lectures; 

note that their real purpose is discussion of your difficulties — see Unit 3, Section 2.' Such 

comments convert the assignment into a further lesson and are the clearest realisation of 

teaching through correspondence. They are also the most demanding type to write, because 

the tutor must diagnose the exact gap in the student's understanding rather than simply judge 

the answer. Where an explanation would be too long for a margin, the tutor summarises the 

point and refers the student to the relevant section, a reference book or a tutorial discussion — 

the comment then works as a signpost to learning rather than a substitute for it. 

4. Questioning and Probing Comments 

Questioning comments respond to the student's answer with a further question: 'You say group 

discussion always helps — would it help a class of sixty meeting for twenty minutes?', 'What 

evidence supports this claim?' Their purpose is to make the student think again and think 

deeper, to expose unexamined assumptions and to open the dialogue that Holmberg 

considered the essence of distance teaching. Unlike corrective comments, they do not close a 

point but reopen it. They are especially valuable for able students, whose work contains no 

serious error but remains descriptive and safe; a well-aimed question is the tutor's way of 

stretching such a student towards analysis. Probing comments also model the critical habit the 
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student will need in the examination, where questions demand evaluation rather than 

reproduction. 

5. Directive and Developmental Comments (Feed-Forward) 

Directive comments tell the student what to do next time: 'In the next assignment, answer the 

question actually set — begin by analysing its key words', 'Support each general claim with one 

example', 'Plan the answer in sections with headings'. Modern assessment literature calls this 

'feed-forward': guidance aimed at future performance rather than judgement of past 

performance. In a multi-assignment course, feed-forward is what makes the sequence of 

assignments a learning progression instead of a series of disconnected tests. The best tutors 

connect the assignments explicitly — 'You have improved your introductions since Assignment 

1; now work on conclusions' — so the student experiences his own development and trusts 

that the tutor reads his work as one continuing piece of learning. 

6. Summative or Global Comments 

At the end of the assignment the tutor steps back and writes a global comment: a short 

paragraph that sums up the overall quality of the work, relates the mark to the performance 

described, notes the main strength and the main weakness, and ends with a direction for the 

future. 'A sound, well-organised answer, strongest in your discussion of regional services. Your 

examples are still mostly from the book; draw more on your own district. 15/20 — good 

progress.' The global comment performs three functions: it justifies the grade, so assessment 

appears reasoned rather than arbitrary; it gives the student a balanced picture he can act on; 

and it closes the exchange in a personal, courteous tone that maintains the relationship. 
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Marginal comments without a global summing-up leave the student with fragments; a global 

comment without marginal evidence leaves him with an opinion. The two belong together. 

7. Personal and Motivational Comments 

Personal comments acknowledge the student as a person in a situation: noting an improvement 

after a weak start, sympathy for a difficulty the student has mentioned, congratulation on 

submitting on time despite a job, a word of welcome back after a missed assignment. In 

campus teaching, such recognition is supplied by ordinary human contact; in distance teaching, 

the tutor's pen must supply it. These comments cost little — often a single sentence — yet 

research on retention repeatedly finds that students value evidence that the institution knows 

they exist. Tutors must keep them genuine and professional: personal means attentive, not 

intimate, and encouragement must never promise results the student's work does not justify. 

Summary Table: Types of Comments and Their Functions 

Table 1: Types of tutor comments on assignments 

Type of comment Main function Illustrative example 

Positive / encouraging Reinforce success; build 

confidence 

"Your use of a local example is 

excellent." 

Corrective Remove errors and 

misconceptions 

"This confuses guidance with 

counselling." 

Explanatory / elaborative Deepen understanding; add 

missing content 

"Note the distinction in Unit 3, 

Section 2." 

Questioning / probing Stimulate further and deeper 

thinking 

"Would this work with sixty 

students? Why?" 

Directive / feed-forward Guide improvement in the next 

assignment 

"Next time, analyse the key 

words first." 

Summative / global Justify the grade; sum up 

strengths and weaknesses 

"Sound answer overall; 

examples need widening. 

15/20." 
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Personal / motivational Recognise the person; sustain 

the will to continue 

"Good to see you back after a 

difficult month." 

 

Qualities of Good Comments: A Critical Standard 

Critical examination of commenting practice uses well-established criteria. Good comments are 

specific, referring to identifiable passages rather than floating generalities like 'good' or 'weak'. 

They are legible and intelligible — a comment the student cannot read or understand is 

teaching lost. They are balanced, combining recognition with correction in proportions the 

student's work deserves. They are courteous in tone, because written words lack the softening 

effect of voice and face, and a sarcastic or contemptuous comment ('Did you read the unit at 

all?') can end a student's studies on the spot. They are timely: feedback returned after the next 

assignment has been submitted, or after the examination, arrives too late to teach. And they 

are consistent with the mark: a script full of praise that receives a low mark, or a heavily 

corrected script that receives a high one, confuses the student and discredits the assessment. 

Defects in Practice 

Against this standard, actual commenting — in AIOU and in distance systems generally — 

shows recurrent defects that students consistently report. The commonest is absence: ticks, a 

mark and a signature, with no comment at all, which reduces the assignment to a bureaucratic 

hurdle. Next is vagueness: 'good', 'fair', 'improve' scattered without reference to content. Then 

negativity: scripts returned covered in corrections with no recognition of anything achieved, 

which punishes exactly the effort the system should reward. Delay is a structural defect: part-

time tutors carrying very large numbers of students, paid per assignment, are pressed toward 
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speed rather than dialogue, and postal and administrative delays add to the tutor's own. Finally 

there is inconsistency between tutors, so that a student's fate depends partly on which tutor he 

was allotted. These defects matter beyond politeness: every one of them weakens the only 

personal teaching channel the distance student has, and weak feedback is a documented 

contributor to withdrawal. 

Conclusion 

The comments a tutor writes on assignments are of several types — positive, corrective, 

explanatory, questioning, directive, summative and personal — and a complete piece of 

tutoring normally weaves several of them together: recognising success, removing error, 

deepening understanding, provoking thought, directing future effort, justifying the grade and 

acknowledging the person. Critically examined, commenting is not a clerical addition to marking 

but the central teaching act of distance education, the point at which an industrial system 

becomes a personal one. Where comments are specific, balanced, courteous and prompt, 

assignments teach; where they are absent, vague, negative or late, assignments merely sort. 

The difference between those two outcomes is, in large part, the difference between a distance 

institution and a correspondence shop. 
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Question 4: Counselling Services Provided by AIOU: A Critical 

Examination (20 Marks) 

Critically examine counselling services provided by AIOU. 

Introduction 

Counselling is the most personal of the student support services. Tutoring answers the 

student's academic questions and administration answers his procedural ones, but counselling 

addresses the student himself: his confusion about choices, his anxiety about study, his loss of 

confidence, his conflict between study, family and employment, and his uncertainty about what 

his education is for. In distance education the need is greater and the supply harder, because 

the student is invisible to the institution and his difficulties surface late — often only when he 

has already stopped studying. Allama Iqbal Open University, serving one of the largest and most 

scattered student bodies in the world, has built counselling into its structure in several forms: a 

dedicated student advisory and counselling service at the main campus, guidance functions in 

its regional campuses and offices, the counselling role of tutors, and guidance delivered at scale 

through media and publications. This answer describes these services and then examines them 

critically: what they genuinely achieve, where they fall short, and why. 

What Counselling in Distance Education Means 

Counselling in an educational setting is a helping relationship in which a trained or designated 

person assists a student to understand his situation, make decisions and solve problems 

connected with his education and its place in his life. It must be distinguished from two 
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neighbours. Guidance is broader and more informational — supplying facts about courses, 

careers and procedures on which decisions can rest. Counselling uses guidance material but 

adds the personal interview: listening, questioning and helping the student reach his own 

decision rather than receiving one. It must also be distinguished from psychotherapy: 

educational counselling deals with the normal problems of students — choice, adjustment, 

study difficulty, anxiety, career direction — and refers serious psychological disturbance to 

specialists. In distance education, counselling has three natural territories, often described as 

pre-entry counselling (before and at admission), on-course counselling (during study) and exit 

counselling (about examinations, further study and careers). AIOU's services can be assessed 

against these three territories. 

Counselling Services Provided by AIOU 

1. Student Advisory and Counselling at the Main Campus 

AIOU maintains a Directorate of Student Advisory and Counselling Services at its Islamabad 

campus, charged with advising students and prospective students on programmes, admissions 

and study problems, and with responding to the large volume of student queries that reach the 

headquarters by visit, letter, telephone and, increasingly, online channels. Its work includes 

guiding enquirers towards suitable programmes, helping continuing students with difficulties 

that regional offices cannot resolve, and providing information about further study and careers. 

As the university's specialist counselling unit, it also represents the point at which student 

problems are meant to be heard as individual cases rather than processed purely as files. Its 

existence recognises an important principle: in a mass system, some identifiable office must 

own the student's personal problems, or no one does. 
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2. Guidance and Counselling Through Regional Offices 

For most students, counselling in practice means the regional campus or regional office. 

Regional staff advise walk-in students on admissions, course selection, change of programme or 

study centre, examination matters and the many procedural tangles of a large system; they also 

hold the local knowledge — about study centres, tutors and transport — that students actually 

need. Because regional offices are within reach of students' homes, they are the realistic site of 

face-to-face counselling in the AIOU system, and their officers function as general counsellors 

even where their titles are administrative. Orientation and information activities around 

admission periods, conducted through regional offices and study centres, form the practical 

pre-entry counselling of the university: students are told what distance study demands, how 

assignments and examinations work, and where help can be found. 

3. The Tutor as First-Line Counsellor 

The most frequent counselling contact an AIOU student experiences is with his tutor. Tutors 

notice the missed assignment, the sudden decline in performance, the note of discouragement 

in a student's letter; a comment on the assignment or a word at a tutorial meeting often 

performs the counselling function of restoring a student's belief that he can continue. Wise 

tutors refer upward what they cannot solve — administrative tangles to the regional office, 

serious personal difficulty to the advisory services — which makes the tutor the first line of a 

referral system. This informal counselling is one of the strengths of the AIOU model: it places a 

human sensor inside the system at exactly the point where withdrawal begins, the individual 

course. 
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4. Counselling and Guidance Through Media and Publications 

AIOU also counsels at scale. The prospectus and programme guides counsel before entry by 

describing demands and workloads; student handbooks and assignment instructions counsel 

procedurally; radio and television programmes around admission and examination seasons 

answer common anxieties publicly; the university's website, online portals and call centre 

answer individual queries; and guidance material on study skills counsels the student's method 

of work. Media counselling cannot conduct an interview, but it performs the preventive 

function of counselling: thousands of students who would never visit an office receive the 

information and reassurance that stop small worries becoming withdrawals. In recent years the 

growth of online services — admission tracking, the Aaghi LMS, email and helpline support — 

has added a faster channel for individual queries than the post ever allowed. 

What the Services Achieve 

Judged against its purposes, the AIOU counselling provision has real achievements. First, it 

exists at multiple levels — specialist unit, regional office, tutor, media — so that a determined 

student can find a human door at several points of the system. Second, its pre-entry and 

procedural guidance is extensive: few areas of student life, from admission to certification, are 

without a published route of help. Third, the regional structure gives the service geographical 

reach that a single-campus counselling centre could never achieve in Pakistan. Fourth, the tutor 

network embeds a degree of pastoral attention within ordinary teaching, which is where most 

student discouragement is actually first visible. These are not trivial accomplishments in a 

university whose students number in the hundreds of thousands and whose budget per student 

is small. 
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Critical Examination: Weaknesses of the Provision 

Critical examination, however, reveals a consistent pattern: AIOU's counselling is strong as 

information and administration, and weak as personal counselling in the strict sense. The first 

weakness is ratio and reach. A single directorate and regional staff carrying many other duties 

cannot offer individual interviews to more than a tiny fraction of the student body; the 

overwhelming majority of AIOU students complete their studies without ever receiving 

anything that could properly be called counselling. The service therefore operates mainly for 

those who actively seek it — typically the more confident and the more urban — while the 

rural, shy and first-generation students who most need it remain outside its reach, because a 

reactive service in a distance system systematically misses the silent. 

The second weakness is the blurring of counselling into administration. Much of what is labelled 

counselling at regional level is the resolution of procedural problems — forms, fees, books, roll 

numbers. This work is necessary and valuable, but it crowds out the developmental and 

personal side: course-choice counselling based on the student's aptitude and circumstances, 

study-problem counselling, and career counselling are comparatively undeveloped, and there is 

little systematic follow-up to discover whether advised students actually persisted. Third, 

professionalisation is thin: regional officers and tutors perform counselling as one duty among 

many, generally without specific training in counselling skills, and tutors — part-time, numerous 

and unevenly supervised — vary greatly in whether they notice, or act on, a student's distress 

at all. Fourth, the service lacks a proactive system: there is no routine mechanism that identifies 

a student who has missed an assignment or failed a course and initiates contact with him, 

although international evidence — notably Simpson's work on proactive support — shows that 
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institution-initiated contact is far more effective for retention than waiting for students to seek 

help. Finally, evaluation is weak: without data on who uses counselling, with what problems 

and with what outcomes, the service cannot demonstrate its value or target its improvement, 

and in budget competition an unmeasured service is a vulnerable one. 

Directions for Strengthening 

The critique itself indicates the remedies. Proactive contact should be systematised: tutors and 

regional offices can be supplied with lists of students who have missed deadlines or failed, and 

expected to make contact — a reform more of organisation than of money. Counselling duties 

should be distinguished from purely administrative ones in job descriptions and training, so that 

the personal function is protected at busy periods. Tutors need brief, practical training in 

recognising distress, listening, and referring — recognising that they are the system's sensors. 

Digital channels, which students already use, should carry structured guidance and an 

answered-query service with published response standards. And the advisory directorate 

should collect simple usage and outcome data, both to improve the service and to defend its 

budget. None of this requires AIOU to become a different university; it requires the counselling 

intention already present in its structure to be made deliberate, trained and proactive. 

Conclusion 

AIOU provides counselling through a specialist advisory directorate, regional offices, tutors and 

media, covering pre-entry guidance, on-course help and procedural advice across the whole 

country — a real and creditable structure for a mass distance university. Critically examined, 

however, the service is weighted towards information and administration, reaches only a small 

and self-selected fraction of students, depends heavily on untrained goodwill at the tutor level, 
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and lacks the proactive outreach and evaluation that modern student-support research 

identifies as decisive. Its central weakness is the central temptation of all mass distance 

systems: to count the existence of a service as its delivery. The students AIOU loses silently 

each semester are the measure of the distance between the two, and closing that distance — 

by seeking out the struggling student instead of waiting for him — is the direction in which its 

counselling must grow. 
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Question 5: The Role of Media in Counseling (20 Marks) 

Discuss the role of media in counseling. 

Introduction 

Counseling is traditionally imagined as two people in a room: a counselor and a client, talking 

privately. Distance education makes that image impossible for most students, who live far from 

any counselor and meet university staff rarely, if ever. Yet distance students need counseling — 

advice on choices, help with study problems, relief from anxiety, motivation at moments of 

discouragement — as much as campus students, and usually more. Media provide the answer 

that distance systems have developed: counseling content, guidance and even personal contact 
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are carried to scattered students by print, broadcast, telephone and digital media. Allama Iqbal 

Open University, which grew up with radio and television and now works through online portals 

and mobile communication, illustrates the whole range. This answer discusses the role of media 

in counseling: the media available, the functions they perform at each stage of the student's 

journey, their distinctive advantages, and their limits, which define where media must support 

— and cannot replace — the human counselor. 

The Media Available for Counseling 

The counselor's media form a spectrum from one-way mass communication to two-way 

personal contact. Print media include the prospectus, student handbooks, newsletters, 

guidance booklets on study skills and careers, and the personal letter — still, for many students, 

the most valued counseling document because it is addressed to them by name. Broadcast 

media — radio and television — carry guidance programmes, admission and examination 

announcements, phone-in discussions and motivational content to the whole student body at 

once. Recorded media, from audio and video cassettes historically to downloadable files today, 

let students replay guidance at their own pace. Telephone media range from the helpline and 

call centre to the counselor's direct call to a student in difficulty — the most personal of the 

remote media because it is a real conversation. Digital media now dominate growth: email, the 

university website and learning management system, SMS alerts, and social and messaging 

platforms through which students ask questions and receive answers, individually and in 

groups. Each medium has a different balance of reach, speed, cost and personalness, and a 

counseling service uses them in combination. 
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Role 1: Media Carry Counseling Information to Everyone at Once 

The most basic counseling problem in a mass system is informational: most student anxiety is 

caused not by deep personal difficulty but by not knowing — not knowing which programme to 

choose, how to apply, when assignments are due, how examinations work, what to do when a 

book does not arrive. Media counseling answers this need at scale. A single well-designed 

prospectus, study-skills booklet or admission-season radio programme performs a counseling 

function for hundreds of thousands of students simultaneously, at a cost per student that no 

interview system could approach. This is preventive counseling: by informing accurately and 

early, media prevent the confusion, wrong choices and missed deadlines that generate most 

demand for personal counseling later. AIOU's practice of surrounding admission and 

examination periods with broadcast announcements, printed guidance and online notices is an 

institutional recognition that information, delivered through media, is the first medicine of 

student distress. 

Role 2: Media Counsel Before Entry — Choice and Realistic Expectation 

Before enrolment, media carry the guidance on which a wise choice depends: descriptions of 

programmes and their demands, interviews with successful distance learners, explanations of 

workload and cost, and honest portrayals of what distance study requires. This pre-entry media 

counseling has a double effect. It attracts students to programmes they can succeed in, and it 

deters or redirects those whose aims or circumstances do not fit — a service to both parties, 

since a prevented wrong enrolment is a prevented dropout and a prevented personal failure. 

Radio and television are especially powerful here in a country like Pakistan, where they reach 

households that print and internet services reach weakly, and where the decision to study — 
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particularly for a woman student — is often a family decision: a broadcast heard by the family 

counsels the family too, building the home support on which the student will depend. 

Role 3: Media Sustain Students During Study 

During the course, media counseling takes the form of continuing contact that tells the student 

he is not forgotten: newsletters and LMS announcements that mark the rhythm of the 

semester, reminders of deadlines, radio or online sessions on how to attempt assignments and 

prepare for examinations, and study-skills material that counsels method — how to plan time, 

read a unit actively, revise. Much student failure is a failure of method rather than ability, and 

media are an efficient way to teach method to everyone. Media also carry motivation: 

programmes featuring successful students from similar backgrounds quietly counsel the listener 

that completion is possible for people like him. In Holmberg's terms, media extend the didactic 

conversation beyond the course book; in retention terms, every timely, relevant message is a 

small intervention against the silence in which dropout grows. 

Role 4: Two-Way Media Allow Personal Counseling at a Distance 

The decisive development is the rise of two-way media, which turn mass communication into 

conversation. The telephone helpline and call centre let a student put his own problem to a 

person and receive an answer fitted to his case. Phone-in radio and television programmes let 

one student's question, answered publicly, counsel thousands with the same unspoken 

difficulty. Email and LMS messaging allow a written exchange with a tutor or advisor that is 

private, considered and recorded. Online student groups and messaging communities add peer 

counseling: students advise, warn and encourage one another continuously, often faster and in 

more familiar language than the institution can manage. Video calling now permits something 
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close to the face-to-face interview for students with connectivity. Through these media, 

counseling recovers its defining feature — dialogue about this student's problem — without 

requiring the student and counselor to share a place. 

Role 5: Media Reach Students Whom No Counselor Could Reach 

Media counseling has a reach advantage that is also an equity advantage. The student in a 

remote valley, the woman student who cannot travel to an office, the prisoner, the soldier on 

duty, the overseas worker studying at night — none can attend a counseling centre, but radio 

reaches the valley, a booklet reaches the prisoner, and a mobile phone reaches almost 

everyone. Media also reach students at the moment of need rather than the moment of 

appointment: a recorded examination-guidance programme can be heard the night before the 

paper; an SMS reminder arrives the week the assignment is due. For special groups, media can 

be targeted: programmes for women students, for teachers upgrading qualifications, or for 

students with disabilities can address their particular counseling concerns without requiring 

them to identify themselves at a public office — and anonymity itself encourages some 

students to seek help they would be too shy or too fearful to request in person. 

Limits of Media in Counseling: A Necessary Critique 

Media counseling has real limits, and a balanced discussion must state them. One-way media 

cannot listen: a broadcast cannot hear that this student's problem is not the one being 

discussed, and misdirected general advice can miss or even aggravate an individual case. Media 

handle information better than emotion; grief, family conflict, severe anxiety and loss of 

confidence require a responsive human presence, and a student in genuine personal crisis 

needs referral to a counselor, not another booklet. Confidentiality is a further limit: public and 
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group media are unsuitable for anything private, and even digital channels raise questions 

about the security of what a student discloses. There is also a digital divide: online counseling 

advantages the connected student and can quietly disadvantage the poorest, for whom print, 

radio and the telephone remain the reliable media — a system that counsels only online 

counsels only some. Finally, media messages decay: an out-of-date web page or last year's 

broadcast schedule counsels wrongly, so media counseling demands constant maintenance. 

The conclusion of the critique is not that media fail, but that they perform the informational, 

preventive and first-contact functions of counseling, while diagnosis, deep personal help and 

crisis work remain human tasks — ideally reached through the media themselves, by referral. 

Conclusion 

The role of media in counseling is to carry the counseling service across the distance that 

defines the system: informing everyone at once and so preventing most problems; guiding 

choice before entry; sustaining method and motivation during study; enabling, through two-

way channels, genuinely personal exchanges without travel; and reaching students whom no 

office could ever receive. In a mass institution such as AIOU, media are not an accessory to 

counseling but its main body — the interview is the tip of a structure whose bulk is print, 

broadcast, telephone and digital communication. The wise system therefore designs its media 

counseling deliberately, keeps it current, protects confidentiality, preserves non-digital 

channels for the unconnected, and builds clear bridges from media to human counselors for the 

problems media cannot solve. Media give counseling its reach; counselors give it its depth; 

distance students need both. 
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