Creation and Development of the Virtual Consulting Office - EducationUSA

by Viktar Khotsim, PAL 2003 Fellow

On January 22, 2004 the first draft of the Eurasian Virtual Consulting Office - EducationUSA opened to the public (http://www.vco-edusa.net).  The VCO project (Virtual Consulting Office – EducationUSA), supported with an ETS Future Excellence Award, is the first region-wide virtual consulting service on education in the U.S. created and run by EducationUSA advisers. 

The main goal of the project is to provide accurate and timely information to people in regions of Eurasia where there are no advising centers and to offer another type of service to students in cities where centers are already located. Therefore, we decided to involve the most experienced advisers in the virtual consulting service and minimize their time investment in the project by distributing consulting responsibilities equitably in several narrow fields of study. The VCO allows advisers to consolidate efforts through virtual interaction.

The consulting service and website content is in Russian for two reasons.  First, approximately 50% of the region’s students in the U.S. are from Russia.  Second, Russian is still spoken fluently in many of the former Soviet republics.   

The virtual team consists of 14 EducationUSA advisers, mainly from Russia and Belarus. The VCO structure allows team members to upload news, useful information and important links to twelve different sections without the help of a webmaster. These sections cover a variety of topics—from general information on U.S. study to specific fields, such as journalism. 

The VCO structure allows for the creation of local e-communities with mailing lists dedicated to each consulting topic.  This mailing list can also be used by the Regional Educational Advising Coordinator (REAC) for distribution of educational information to a targeted audience. The site also contains the first web template for the Eurasian Virtual Education Fair (VEF).   The Eurasian VEF will serve U.S. institutions that plan to participate in annual educational fairs organized by advising centers in the region. 

Another unique feature of the VCO is that it is programmed in the form of a web template. The entire structure can be easily duplicated to another server.  As a follow up of the Eurasia VCO project, the template will be modified and made available to English- and Spanish-speaking groups of advisers at no cost. Interested groups of advisers can create virtual teams and begin providing consulting services on education in the U.S. without spending the time and money to design their own sites. 

Since January 2004, the team has answered 189 questions related to study in the U.S. and posted 129 links, 102 news items and 107 pieces of useful information (all without the webmaster’s assistance).  Since the website opened, it has been visited by 39,976 unique visitors who downloaded 9,524,633 kilobytes of information and listed 98,367 pages of our resource.   

There’s no doubt that combining effort and experience to provide a virtual consulting service for an academic audience is better than creating a number of resources with varying technological capabilities on the local level.  The ultimate goal is to integrate the VCO structure into the EducationUSA web network and make the ECA mission more visible by proclaiming it in many languages. 

Welcome to the VCO-NET/Eurasia: http://vco-edusa.net
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VCO-NET is a virtual network of educational advising professionals specializing in study in the United States. VCO-NET provides e-consulting services on a global level 

in different languages.
