The needs of new
course organizers

Introduction

In an attempt to discover the needs of new course organizers, a survey was carried
out at a conference of the Association of Course Organizers (McEvoy, 1993). Par-
ticipants were asked to fill in a questionnaire about the anxieties and needs they had
experienced in the early phase of their work as course organizers, and to indicate
what they had found helpful at that time.

Although many of the responses appear to emphasize the negative aspects of course
organizing, they did provide a framework of suggestions which could make the start-
up period smoother than it might otherwise be.

Responses were received from 40 course organizers — some new, some very experi-
enced — representing 20 regions of the UK. Respondents were particularly concerned
about:

lack of educational qualifications

lack of qualifications in administration and management
vagueness of job descriptions

lack of knowledge about the organizational framework

the need for supportive structures

the need for communication skills, especially in group work.

A few quotations put a human face on this:

e ‘The principal problem when I was new to course organization was coping with an enor-
mous, open-ended list of tasks which were unidentifiable until a crisis occurred’

e ‘Will I be able to do it and cope with the stresses involved?’

e ‘Being a single-handed course organizer I have no-one to share problems with. I don’t know
how I'm doing. Is it okay?’
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o ‘I have found that meeting other course organizers in a semi-social, semi-educational way
(such as this conference), has done wonders for my confidence’

‘I need organizational skills — running a flexible course can cause a lot of headaches’

‘I am not properly trained in educational and group skills’

‘I want to help SHOs and stressed trainees’

‘The job description should be simpler’

‘Course organizing conflicts with my practice and home life’

‘I lack influence in the hospital training posts’

‘I need a reliable secretary’.

Far from being a source of dismay, it may be comforting to the new course organizer
to know the extent to which other professionals share anxieties about self-esteem
and their teaching skills, and struggle to make sense of the curriculum, the structures
and the job description.

The important outcome - identifying what could have helped - can be sum-
marized in the following recommendations.

1 New or aspiring course organizers should be funded to attend courses in which the
job’s nature, aims and methods are explored. They should be encouraged to visit
other vocational training schemes as observers.

2 After being appointed they need a period of apprenticeship with an experienced
mentor, and regular opportunities to meet their peers at the local, regional and
national level to learn about the structure of vocational training, to ventilate feeling
and to explore problems.

3 Particular training is needed in teaching, communication, counselling, group work,
assessment and management skills.

4 The job description and regional lines of communication should be as explicit and
simple as possible, although it should be recognized that, with growing experience,
the new course organizer will soon feel comfortable with a wider range of activities
and responsibilities.

5 Adequate resources should be provided. The minimum provision should be reli-
able secretarial assistance and a mentor, i.e. an experienced course organizer who can
provide initial and continuing support, even if intermittently or from a distance.

This handbook is a response to the expressed needs of the course organizer in his
or her early days. It is hoped that it will provoke as many questions as it addresses
and that it will be re-edited by each owner to suit the individual situation and needs,
with additions, inserts and appropriate deletions. It does not aspire to be a textbook
for all course organizers everywhere — the range of possibilities is too wide for that.
The chief danger of this book is that its focus on areas of challenge and difficulty in
course organizing may obscure the reward of a stimulating, satisfying and engrossing
role in the formation of a generation of new colleagues in the most rapidly evolving
area of the medical profession — the provision of primary health care to the people of
these islands.



