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Abstract

The focus of this paper is on the methodological considerations of a PhD study which evaluated a guidance counsellor education
programme, offered by a University in Ireland. The programme is offered as a two-year part-time course, which is delivered over
four semesters and two summer schools. Good practice and areas for improvement were identified, acknowledged and affirmed
throughout the study. However in doing so a number of methodological complexities were considered. The model selected for
evaluating the programme negotiated the sensitive nature and the contextual dimensions of guidance counselling while also
ensuring a depth in findings. Underlying the term ‘evaluation’ in the context of the study was the motivation to seek knowledge,
explore and illuminate new learning in the area of guidance counsellor education. Therefore the study can be described as
principally an evaluation with illuminative and exploratory characteristics. This paper explores the strengths and limitations of
the methodological approach adopted.
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1. Introduction

In Ireland, guidance counsellors provide a service within the whole school guidance and adult guidance sectors.
The guidance counsellor has a significant function within the Irish education system as they provide for the
personal, social, educational and vocational development of both young and adult learners. The focus of the study is
on evaluating an initial education programme for guidance counsellors A mixed methodology approach was taken to
the evaluation of the programme, using an adapted model of evaluation informed mainly by the ‘3Ps’ (Presage,
Process, Product) Model of Teaching and Learning (Biggs, 2001). The adapted model explored the input, process
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and output factors of the programme and the findings are discussed considering each of the factors. Emerging
themes evolved such as, the complexity of the implementation of the guidance counsellor education course and of
the challenges of the three-dimensional role (educational, vocational/career, personal/social) of the guidance
counsellor in Irish secondary education. Past literature (OECD, 2002; Sultana, 2004; Bimrose et al, 2006; Hughes &
Gration, 2009; Hearne, 2010; and Hughes, 2011) has emphasised the importance of quality assurance and evaluation
studies in the area of guidance and counselling. It has been recognised nationally that changes are occurring in the
provision, the practice and the profile of the guidance counsellor. The National Guidance Forum indicate that
‘quality graduates’ play a part in the provision of an effective guidance service. It also suggests that, effective
guidance provision is also considered to play a key role in promoting social inclusion, equality, and active
citizenship by encouraging and supporting individuals’ participation in education and training and in assisting them
to attain self-fulfilment (2007: 35). In order to achieve effective guidance provision, the NGF report suggests that
the nature and extent of current guidance services must be reviewed and such a review must include an evaluation of
the training and qualification requirements for all guidance workers (2007: 35). This paper discusses the selection of
the term evaluation, the framework applied in order to conduct the evaluation, the importance of considering the
context of a guidance counsellor education programme and the ontological and epistemological concerns relating to
the PhD study.

2. Methodological Considerations: The Nature of Evaluation

The first methodological consideration involved selecting the term ‘evaluation’ as the nature of the PhD study
was strongly influenced by the selection of this term. As identified in the introduction to this paper, the study is an
evaluation with illuminative and exploratory characteristics. Illuminative evaluation is described as focusing upon
the holistic study of educational programmes in order to throw light on what was happening, as it happened, from
the perspective of all those involved (Burden, 2008: 222). Exploratory research is said to begin with a ‘phenomenon
of interest’ (Polit et al., 2001: 19). It entails the study of the full nature of the phenomenon and any additional factors
with which it relates. At the outset of the study it was proposed that the study was exploratory in nature. The study
was appropriately exploratory during the earlier stages as the researcher was primarily motivated to search for
knowledge surrounding the area of guidance counselling and guidance counsellor education. During the search for
knowledge, questions requiring illumination emerged and challenged the exploratory nature of the research. As
Cohen et al., (2000: 39) put it ‘the researcher is motivated by a search for knowledge; the evaluator is motivated by
the need to solve problems, allocate resources and make decisions’. However, the term ‘evaluation’ can be
interpreted differently in various settings. Methodological research literature clearly defines the difference between
evaluating a programme and conducting research into a programme. Smith and Glass (1987), cited in Cohen et al.
(2000), offer eight main differences which, when considered, problematise the use of the term ‘evaluation’. One of
these differences is, ‘research aspires to value neutrality, evaluations must represent multiple sets of values and
include data on these’ (Cohen et al., 2000: 39). Cohen et al.’s description of research rather than evaluation is more
applicable to the nature of the PhD study as it was certainly the intent in this work to value neutrality. Robson (1993:
175) describes differing approaches to evaluation. One approach is illuminative evaluation, which is described as
focusing on qualitative methods, inductive analysis and naturalistic inquiry. Parlett and Hamilton first introduced the
concept of evaluation as illuminative in 1972. Burden (2008) describes how this was an early post-positivist attempt
to focus upon the holistic study of educational programmes in order to throw light on what was happening, as it
happened, from the perspective of all those involved (2008: 222). The primary concern of illuminative evaluation is
with description and interpretation rather than measurement and prediction. Because of this, Burden (2008) indicates
that it can be seen to have been one of the primary precursors of the interpretive research paradigm. Burden (2008)
describes how two main concepts underpin the illuminative approach, the ‘instructional system’ and the ‘learning
milieu’. The instructional system refers to the process by which a curriculum is transmitted. Illuminative evaluation
is based on the assumption that no curriculum is ever delivered in a pure, unaltered form. Burden (2008) states that
based on this assumption the efforts of many ‘school effectiveness’ researchers to produce a single set of criteria that
can predict how to produce an ‘effective school” are meaningless. The second concept, the learning milieu, refers to
the social-psychological and material environment in which teachers and pupils work together. Parlett and Hamilton
(1977) describe how the learning milieu represents the network of cultural, social, institutional and psychological
variables. Considering the central concepts of illuminative evaluation, it was determined to be the most appropriate
form of evaluation to use given the nature of the PhD study.
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3. A Model to Evaluate a Guidance Counsellor Education Programme

The adapted framework for the PhD study is based on two models. The first model that strongly influences the
adapted framework is known as the Presage-Process-Product (3P) Model of Learning and Teaching. This model
elaborates on Dunkin and Biddle’s (1974) linear model of teaching to include approaches to learning creating an
interactive system. The model focuses strongly on learning and therefore appropriate for an evaluation of a learning
programme. In order to stay close to the nature of guidance counselling, the research also draws on an evaluation
framework developed by The Canadian Research Working Group on Evidence-Based Practice in Career
Development (Borgen, Hiebert and Michaud, 2009), which was presented at the 2009 International Association of
Educational and Vocational Guidance Conference. This framework is considered as it focuses on evaluation within
the guidance counselling context. Bimrose et al. (2006: 4) and den Boer et al. (2005: 13) describe how quality
assurance in career guidance is often conceptualised in terms of an input-process-output model. Hearne (2010: 73)
illustrates how these models are categorised in terms of the individual service level, organisational level and national
level. Models offered by the guidance counselling research community focus strongly on quality management and
financial means policy, whereas this paper describes a study which is more concerned with evaluating the guidance
counsellor education programme from a teaching, learning and personal process perspective. Hearne (2010: 79)
describes how, despite increasing pressure to demonstrate inputs-processes-outputs in economically defensible ways
in order to ensure continuance in funding in career guidance programmes, there has been little progress toward the
development of accountability or evaluation models in career guidance, regardless of public demands for
accountability. The adapted approach used in this research plays a central part in the development of an evaluation
model for guidance counsellor education programmes. This adapted model is illustrated below;
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Figure 1: Adapted model informed by Biggs (The ‘3P’ Model of Teaching and Learning) and a framework developed by The Canadian Research
Working Group (Borgen, Hiebert and Michaud, 2009) on Evidence-Based Practice in Career Development

4. The Importance of Context: A Social Constructivist Consideration
Creemers and Scheerens (1994) describe the importance of establishing the context as the first level for

research using the input-process-output approach, and how such a multi-level approach adds robustness to the
research: As they put it, educational effectiveness as a research programme moved from an input-output paradigm to
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an input-process-output paradigm and, in view of the fact that so-called contextual school effectiveness is gaining
importance, this might be more properly termed a context-input-process-output-based approach (1994: 125). The
benefit of having a contextual dimension is recognised by literature in research methodology, but also in specific
guidance counselling literature. McLeod describes how, to understand what counselling is, and what counsellors do,
it is necessary to have an appreciation of the historical origins and development of this form of helping (1998: 29).
Lambie and Williamson (2004) explain how countries, events and people are often defined by their histories, and the
same can be said for school guidance counselling: The school guidance counselling historical narrative constructs
the lens through which individuals interpret the profession. To understand and possibly alleviate the current
incongruence between the actual and the ideal professional identity of PSC’s ‘school guidance counsellors’, the
historical narrative configuring the profession needs to be understood, appreciated, and then possibly reconstructed
(2004: 124). A context chapter which focused on the historical development of guidance counselling nationally and
internationally was included in the PhD document. It proved to have two underlying purposes. The first was in
allowing the researcher to gain an understanding of the broader pastoral influences, the narrative (particularly that of
the course directors), complexity and discourse surrounding the development of a guidance counsellor education
programme; the second was to set the foundation (context level) for the research model (input, process, output
levels) adding to the robustness of research study.

5. Ontological and Epistemological Considerations

The researchers ontological position is based on their assumptions about how the world is made up and the
nature of the world. The ontological perspective or worldview influencing the PhD study is heavily influenced by
the researchers understanding of the need for and potential benefits of guidance counselling as part of education.
The researcher also believes guidance counselling can be utilised in a way that embraces its potential value even
further. Corey (2009) indicates that a guidance counsellor must have a theoretical foundation approach that is close
to a practitioner’s own ‘worldview’ in order to successfully implement an integrative model of counselling.
Considering this concept the researcher chose to underpin the methodological framework for this study with
interpretive foundations, drawing on elements of positivist approaches in order to add depth and reinforce and
strengthen findings rather than broaden. The epistemological stance considers beliefs about how one might discover
knowledge about the world. The epistemology adopted to the PhD study is described as social constructivist in
nature as the researcher believes that people generate knowledge and meaning from an interaction between their
experiences and their ideas, and the context in which the learning occurs is central to the learning itself. Social
constructivism emphasizes the importance of culture and context. McMahon and Watson (2007) discuss how, career
psychology has witnessed a shift from approaches informed by tenets of the modern world to include approaches
informed by the post-modern world as it strives to remain relevant. This shift is most evident in career theory and
practice where developments reflect the influence of constructivism, but it is less evident in career research which
has remained dominated by methodologies of the positivist worldview. These predominantly empirical
methodologies seem incongruent with post-modern tenets. (2007: 169) In order to stay true to the contemporary
theoretical contexts of guidance counselling and to acknowledge the researchers worldview, the PhD study takes a
social constructivist approach to the methodology applied. According to Usher, what we can conclude from this is
that methods are embedded in commitments to a particular version of the world (an ontology) and ways of knowing
that world (an epistemology) (1996: 13). The methodological approach is affected by the ontological and
epistemological perspectives the researcher has adopted. Carefully considering these perspectives has contributed to
a more strengthened study as the methodological, ontological and epistemological concepts underpinning the study
are accurately represented.

6. Conclusion

Considering the methodological complexities carefully added to the richness of the PhD study. A mixed
methodology for this study heightened reliability and validity, thereby strengthening the robustness of the research.
The data were collected in respect of the methodological design, along with constantly considering each of the
central research questions for the evaluation. The data were analysed considering the input, process and output
framework established for exploring the central research questions. It emerged that convergence between the course
director’s philosophy, the learning content and methods, and the personal impact of the programme on graduates
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existed. It also emerged that by focusing on the depth of personal counselling rather than covering all aspects of the
guidance counselling role equally the course is devised in a way that is “emphasising depth of learning rather than
breadth of coverage” (Biggs 1999: 17). However, expressions of a lack of career knowledge, sensitivity to the
counselling areas and holding back from the learning process were indicated by some graduates. These comments,
while in the minority, were important to explore as they indicate a gap in the learning process. Biggs describes how,
In order to improve learning the positive and/or negative factors which exist during the learning process must be
identified (1999: 17). Positive aspects of the programme which were expressed by graduates related to the personal
development, counselling focus of the programme and the experiential teaching methodologies used. The PhD
document discusses findings considering the 3P’s model and it is concluded that the programme models good
practice in terms of being constructively aligned and providing quality graduates who have participated in an
education programme which promotes and facilitates a deep level of learning. The objective of the study, to conduct
an evaluation of the programme, was reached. The methodology used for this evaluation showed considerable
strength. As the primary concern of illuminative evaluation is with description and interpretation rather than
measurement and prediction (Burden, 2008), the learning milieu surrounding the programme is well represented.
The model for evaluation used in this study can be used to evaluate other guidance counselling education or general
education programmes. Variations of the model have been used previously but considering the contextual dimension
significantly increases the illuminative qualities of the study and leads to a deeper understanding of the learning
milieu. Research methodologies in guidance counselling and programme evaluation can be served by educational
models of evaluation rather than economic accountability models.
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